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ABSTRACT 

ROCHELLE DENIS I IA GREGORY 

IDENTIFYING THE AUTISTIC INDIVIDUAL AS LIVING COMPUTER 
BY MAKING RHETORICAL ··SPACE .. FOR KENNETII BURKE 

IN COGNITIVE DISABILITY STUDIES 

DECEMBER 2009 

While Michel Foucault's research on power. knowledge. and discourse has proved 

vital for validating research topics and agendas in emerging disciplines such as Disability 

Studies. the emphasis on the first person perspective within disability narratives presents 

lirmtations for research on cognitive disabilities. Kenneth Burke's theory of identification 

offers a theoretical and rhetorical .. space .. from which non-disabled scholars can explore 

the lhscnmination. marginalization. and oppression cxpcric1u;cd h) the l'.og111t1, d) 

disabled in popular culture. Spccilically. this study shows that the idcntilication ol tlK· 

aut1stic-tndividuals-as-living-computer (i.e .. savant or cyborg) reflects contcmponu) 

anxieties regarding scientific and technological advancements and the potential for 

biological and chemical harm. The identification of the autistic individual as living 

computer reflects, likewise, contemporary strategics for understanding the complexity or 

autism spectrum disorders; however. such identifications further misconceptions that 

autistic individuals arc incapable of recognizing and reciprocating empathy or affection 

and valtdatc cxpcnmcntal, unfounded, and potentially harmful treatments for Autism 

Spectrum Disorders. 
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PREFACE 

In her book Claiming Disability. Simi Linton encourages both disabled and 

nondisablcd scholars working within the discipline of Disability Studies to position 

themselves in their research relative to their subject matter. /\econ.ling to Linton. such 

disclosures arc necessary to Haccount for the influence related to experience and point of 

view .. ( I 53) and to avoid the objectification of disabled individuals. an objectification that 

is too olten illustruted by Hthe dominance of empiricism in the study of disability: the large 

number of stereotypes and simplified versions of disabled people's experiences presented 

m:ross disciplines; the absence of critical analysis: I and I the pathologizing of I the disabled 

individual's I experience .. ( I 34 ). 

Therefore. in an attempt at full disclosure. I have come to this projc<.:t and 

Disability Studies as the parent of a child with autism. My son. Tobey. was diagnosed in 

May 2006 when he was five years-old. While Tobey is considered .. moderately autistic:· 

he is extraordinarily verbal, is quite sociable. and demonstrates a profound capacity for 

empathy and affection. l lowever. Tobey struggles with simple abstractions. is highly 

compulsive. and has regressed markedly in recent years as he learns to read and write. 

which is exacerbated by his hyperactivity and attention deficit disorder. Follmving 

Tobey's dtagnosis. in an effort to learn as much as I could about his cognitive impairments. 

I visited autism advocacy groups· websites. read parent recovery narratives. and researched 

suspected causes of and treatments for his autism spectrum disorder. The overwhelming 
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consensus seemed to suggest that Tobey was somehow harmed and disabled by his 

rnccinations. diet. fothcr·s age. drinking water. or excessive television viewing. Despite 

extensive scientific research. my son ·s cognitive impairments were the tragic consequence 

of some unknown biological. chemical. or environmental factors. Throughout much of my 

research. I read countless narratives of tragedy. despair. and dcfeat----narratives that only 

ltm:told of the "suffering" Tobey and I would experience because of his cognitive 

disabilities. According to the advocacy group Autism Speaks. my precious. precocious 

child had been "stolen .. by some sinister monster. and I had waited too long to "combat .. 

his autism with every resource I had. Ultimately. Tobey was just one in a generation of 

kids who had to be .. thrown away" because of their autism (Autism l:vcrv Dm:). 

I lowever. this narrative of tragedy. despair. and defeat certainly did not describe 

my son ·s lilc or my own. I certainly do not wish to diminish or discredit the struggles that 

Tobey and other autistic individuals experience. nor do I wish to minimize the struggles 

many parents face when raising autistic children. I understand the profound heartache that 

comes with knowing that your child will struggle to learn what other children can do 

clfortlcssly. and I have grieved for the future I once believed was possible. Still. our lives 

arc neither tragic nor hopeless. and such narratives certainly never seemed appropriate 

when describing my son·s life or my own. Loving and raising Tobey has never been 

anything other than the greatest experience of my Ii fc regardless of his autism and hccall.H' 

<d it. Likewise. I do not mourn and wish for some .. better" version of Tobey - -one that is 

not autistic --much like I do not mourn or wish for another. better version of my older son. 
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Fortuitously. I eventually found the support and community I needed on Dr. 

Kristina Chcw's blog AutismVox. Chew is an outspoken and well-known advocate for the 

ncurodivcrsity movement. an advocacy group committed to the belief that autistic 

individuals arc .. differently abled .. than their ncurotypical peers. Proponents of the 

ncurodivcrsity movement reject the assumption that autistic individuals need to be ··cured .. 

nr that they have been injured by their vaccinations or diet: instead. ncurodivcrsity 

supporters advocate for more educational and social services for those with autism 

spectrum disorders. Over the course of three years. I visited Chew·s blog daily and 

discussed with autistic individuals. parents. and educators relevant issues rdatcd to autism 

awareness. autism services. and the media coverage of autism spectrum disorders. 

I lowever. afier time. I began to feel more unwelcome by fellow contributors as my posts 

were routinely dismissed. rejected. or criticized. Most often. my perspectives were 

disregarded by fellow contributors because my son was not .. autistic enough:· and it 

seemed that I had neither the credibility nor the perspective to contribute to the discussions 

because Tobey was .. too functioning ... 

As a sd10lar in the Humanities. my research interests in autism spectrum disorders 

and the neurodivcrsity movement led me to Disability Studies. I lowevcr. I feel even in 

this community all too aware that research contributions by nondisahled scholars have 

historically objectified. stigmatized. and patronized those living with physical and mental 

impairments. Yet. as a parent of a cognitively disabled child, I believe strongly and wish 

to support the aims and objectives of the Disability Rights Movement. Therefore. I have 
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approached this study as an opportunity to carve out my own rhetorical ··space" from 

which I and other nondisabled scholars can contribute to the emacipatory efforts of the 

Disability Rights Movement and ensure that those with physical and mental impairments 

arc granted the dignity, respect, and compassion to which they arc equally cnt1tlcd. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: LIMITATIONS OF FOUCAULT AND FIRST-PERSON 
RESEARCH METHODS FOR COGNITIVE DISABILITY STUDIES 

Over the past forty years, the academic discipline of Disability Studies has 

emerged in conjunction with the Disability Rights Movement (DRM) to explore cultural, 

political, social, and economic constructions of disability. As such, Foucault's research 

on discourse, knowledge, and power has proven instrumental in research on the body as 

the site of oppression and subjugation. However, Foucault's emphasis on the 

construction of the subject in confessional discourses and the use of first-person 

perspective within Disability Studies presents limitations for research on cognitive 

d1sabi I itics. 

Disability Studies 

On July 26, 1990, President George 1-1. W. Bush signed into law the Americans 

with Disabilities Act that prohibited .. discrimination on the basis of disability in 

employment, State and local government. public accommodations. commercial facilities, 

transportation, and telecommunications" ('~Americans with Disabilities Act .. ). This 

historic legislation insured, much like the Civil Rights Act of 1964, that the .. shameful 

wall of exclusion" that prevented those with physical and mental impairments from equal 

access and full citizenship would .. come tumbling down" (Bush, "Remarks on the 



Americans with Disabilities Act"). 1 Considering that individuals with disabilities 

constitute the single largest physical minority in the United States (Davis, Bending Over 

Backwards 4 ). the passage or this civil rights legislation was both the cause anc.l 

co11seq11enc:e of the "unavoidable public presence I anc.1 I the surprising political 

participation" of Disability Rights activists for more than twenty years ( Longmore and 

lJmansky I). Emerging in response to the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s and the 

return of Vietnam veternns in the 1970s. the Disability Rights Movement ( DRM) sought 

the "establishment of basic rights and prohibitions against various kinds of discrimination 

and ostracism" (Davis. Bending Over Backwards 10) that more than tith:cn percent of the 

American population had endured (4). 

In conjunction with the DRM. scholars began inquiries into the "construction and 

runction of 'disability."' and the discipline of Disability Studies emerged ( Linton 2). 

Much like Critical Race Theory. Queer Theory. and Women's Studies have explored the 

social. cultural. and economic subordination and discrimination foced by racial minorities. 

homosexuals. and women, Disability Studies has led to new paradigms for exploring 

disability as "a social. political, and cultural phenomenon" (2). As a location and a means 

'The World I lcalth Orgr111i1.ation defines disability as "an umbrella term. covering impairments. activity 
limitations. and part1c1pation restrictions." An impairment. in contrast. "is a problem in body function or 
structure." an acllvit) l11nitat1on 1s "a dirficulty encountered by an individual in executing a task or action," 
and a participation restriction is "a problem experienced by an individual in involvement in life situations." 
Therefore. according to the WHO, "disability is a complex phenomenon. renecting an interaction between 
features ofa person's body and features of the society in which he or she lives" ("Disahilitks") The llnitcd 
Nntions estimates that. around the world. more than 500 million people have cognitive. physical. or sensory 
impairments ("World Programme of Action Concerning Disabled Persons"). This number is expected to rise 
in the next thirt)' years as the population of older Americans continues to increase (Landers). Such ligures 
indicate that" 15 to 20 percent of people in the United States have disabilities. Add to this caregivers and 
family members. and about half the population is dealing with disability" (Davis. Oending Over Oackwards 
,q, 
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for thinking critically about disability and normality, Disability Studies challenges scholars 

to explore and rebuke "the notion that disability is primarily a medical category," to refuse 

the .. medicalization of disability," and to reframe ""disability as a designation having 

primarily social and political significance'' (Linton 2). Scholars of Disability Studies 

explore disability and normality as ··sociohistorical concepts" and as alternative paradigms 

to the medical and rehabilitation models that "'presume that disability is a universal 

constunt" ( Davis. Bending Over Backwards 41 ). /\s Davis explains. 

These models have been operating (literally) on disabled people for more 

than a hundred and fifty years. The medical model treats disability as a 

disease in need of a cure. while the rehabilitation model secs it as a body in 

need of repair. concealment. remediation. and supervision. The results of 

these two models arc activities like implanting cochlear devices in the deaf. 

forcing mobility-impaired people to use prosthetics to walk "normally:· or 

performing painful and invasive corrective surgery for cosmetic purposes. 

Likewise medical people have. until recently. been the sole publicists for 

issues around disability~ consequently. the ableist prognosis for medical 

interventions in the l\ventieth century has been growing. ( 41) 

Scholars of Disability Studies tend to ascribe to a "constructivist model" of 

disability that recognizes a difference between "impairment .. and "disability": "/\n 

impairment involves a loss or diminution of sight, hearing. mobility, mental ability. and so 

on. But an impairment only becomes a disability when the ambient society creates 
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environments with barriers-affective, sensory, cognitive. or architectural'" ( Davis. 

Bending Over Backwards 41 ). Unlike the medical and rehabilitative model of disability, 

constructionist and social models condemn the medical community for its .. single-minded 

reliance on technology, institutionalization, and remediation" and, instead. frame disability 

as ""a social process in which no inherent meanings attach to physical di ffercncc other than 

those assigned by a community" ( 41 ). 

Within the still-emerging discipline of Disability Studies. scholars have 

appropriated Michel Foucault's historical research into the role of power and knowledge to 

illustrate the connections between '"clinical medicine. madness and schii'.nphrcnia. 

pedagogy. and imprisonment, on the one hand. and our present-day practices of exclusion 

and inclusion and discourses of pathology and health. on the other·· ( ivk Whortcr \iv). 

Foucault ·s research into normalization, power, and the .. genealogies of discursive 

knowledges .. (xiv) enable scholars of Disability Studies to ""scrutinize a range of widely 

endorsed practices and ideas surrounding disability. including rehabilitation. community 

care. impairment. normality and abnormality, inclusion, prevention. genetic counseling. 

accommodation, and special education .. (Tremain 3). 

Foucault 

For scholars of Disability Studies, Foucault ·s research emphasis on knowledge. 

discourse~ and the gradual, progressive construction of the sci r as the subject has hem 

especially relevant. In The Archeologv of Knowledge~ Foucault argues that discourse 

serves as the means by which the "sci f'" forms itscl fas a subject ( Foss. Foss. and Trapp 
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227). For Foucault, knowledge and discourse arc inseparable since discourse cannot exist 

without content. and knowledge must have a mechanism for dissemination. For Foucault . 

.. ( c lverything about which we can speak in a discursive formation is knowledge: 

knowledge is generated by discursive practice. At the same time, this knowledge specifies 

the form the discourse assumes, for the discourse is knowledge and thought in material 

form·· ( Foss, Foss. and Trapp 217). Foucault uses the term ·•discourse·· as the plural form 

or his term ··statement," which is the ··basic unit of the discursive formation .. ( 217 ). 

Foucault explains in The Archeology of Knowledge that the statement is not merely a 

linguistic unit based on ··canonical f<.)rm of subject-copula-predicate .. ( 82 ): instead. the 

statement is the .. speech act" (83) constructed through the juxtaposition or a .. series or 

signs. figures. marks. or traces .. (84) that appear in a "moment or time and in a point or 

space .. (85). J\s such. the statement is ··a type of utterance that, because it follows 

particular rules or has passed the appropriate tests, is understood to he true in a culture .. 

( Foss. Foss. and Trapp 217). 

From this understanding of discourse and knowledge. one acquires power in .. a 

more-or-less organized. hierarchical, co-ordinated cluster of relations .. ( Foucault. 

Power/Knowledge 198). Such clusters include the social institutions and common 

practices that control the dissemination of a "particular kind of knowledge ( ... j by 

particular discursive formations'' (217). In The Archeology of KnO\vkdgc. Foucault 

~xplains his concept of "discursive formations .. further: 
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Whenever one can describe, between a number of statements, such as a 

system of dispersion. whenever. between objects. types of statement. 

concepts. or thematic choices. one can define a regularity (an order. 

correlations. positions and functionings. transformations). we will say. for 

the sake of convenience. that we arc dealing with a clisc:ursive.fhrmation.'' 

(38) 

Foucault clarilies his point further when he identifies as the rules for these discursive 

formations us .. conditions to which the clements of this division (objects. mode of 

statement. concepts. thematic choices) arc subjected .. (The An:hcologv of Knowledge J8). 

For Foucault. these .. rules of formation .. arc the .. conditions of existence ( hut also of 

coexistence. maintenance. modification. and disappearance) in a given discursive division .. 

(38). 

Power. then. is that .. mode or action which docs not act directly and immediately 

on others" (Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics 220). Instead. power 

acts upon the actions of others and is demonstrated through Hcxisting actions ( ... J which 

may arise in the present or the future .. (220). The appropriation of power .. is a total 

structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions." In essence. power .. incites. it 

induces. it seduces. it makes easier or more difficult in the extreme it constrains or forbids 

absolutely~ it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting 

subject by virtue of their acting or being capable of action .. (220). 
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Since knowledge and discourse cannot exist .. outside the injunctions, demands, and 

interests of power" (Foucault. Discipline and Punish 26). power is constitutive in all 

relationships. regardless of economic. social. professional. or familial circumstances (The 

llistory of Sexuality 93-4 ). For Foucault. power is ··exercised from innumerable points, in 

the interplay of nonegalituriun and mobile relations" that arc the ""immediate effects of the 

divisions. inequalities. and disequilibriums .. within every relationship (94 ). Power 

rclutions arc "imbued. through and through. with calculation: there is no power that is 

exercised without a series of aims an<l objectiws .. ( 95 ). Because one cannot be on the 

.. outside .. of any relationship of power. one cannot he beyond. outside. or .. escape .. a 

system of power because one is .. subject to the law in any case:· And. while this might be 

a .. strictly rclutionnl .. intcrprctution of the relationships of power. such relationships depend 

on "a multiplicity of points of resistance .. that arc present .. everywhere in the power 

network" (95 ). /\s such. there is a plurality of resistances that arc .. possible. necessary. 

improbable; others that arc spontaneous. savage. solitary, concerted. rampant, or violent 

still others that arc quick to compromise. interested. or sacrificial .. (96 ). 

There is Uno power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge. nor any knowledge that docs not presuppose and constitute at the same time 

power relations" ( Foucault. Discipline and Punish 27). Specifically. Foucault writes that 

power is not .. a group of institutions and mechanisms that ensure the subservience or the 

citi1.ens of a given state." Foucault explains that by power. he docs not mean .. a mode of 

subJugation which. in contrast to violence. has the form of the rule .. nor docs Foucault 
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suggest that power is merely ··a general system of dominance exerted by one group over 

another, a system whose effects, through successive derivations, pervade the entire social 

body" (The History of Sexuality 92). Instead, for Foucault, 

(Power is) the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in 

which they operate and which constitute their own organization: as the 

process which. through ceaseless struggles and confrontations. 

transformations. strengthens. or reverses them: as the support which these 

force relations find in one another. thus forming a chain or a system. or on 

the contrary. the disjunctions and contradictions which isolate them from 

one another: and lastly. as the strategics in which they take effect. whose 

general design I, .. ) is embodied in the state apparatus. in the formulation of 

the law. in the various social hegemonies. (92) 

Ultimately. discourse makes the association between power and knowledge 

possible. Foucault states in The History of Sexuality that "'it is in discourse that power an<l 

knowledge arc joined together .. ( 100). Foucault argues that discourse must be viewed as 

"a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is neither uniform nor stable ... 

As such, discourse is a ··multiplicity of discursive clements that can come into play in 

various strategics" ( I 00). Foucault states: 

We must make allowances for the complex and unstable prrn:ess whereby 

discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power. but also a 

hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for 
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an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces 

it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it 

possible to thwart it. ( 100-1) 

/\s such. Foucault's definition of power docs not reductivcly limit power to the law 

and government; instead, power is culturally constructed through ·•disciplinary 

technologies or procedures ( ... ] in the modem political state'· (Foss. Foss. and rrapp 225 ). 

/\s Foss, Foss. and Trapp elaborate, H[T]he subject receives whatever powers and position 

it has from discursive practices. The human being docs not constitute discursh e practices: 

the human hcing as an object of knowledge is a product of discursive practices·· (222 ). 

The control over individuals through various mechanisms of power is iclcnti lied by 

Foucault as .. bio-power." which has become during the twentieth century an .. indispensable 

clement in the development of capitalism" that would not have been possible without .. the 

controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment or the 

phenomena of population to economic processes" (The History of Sexualtty 141 ). 

Foucault turns to the growth of industry and agriculture durmg the eighteenth centt11) as a 

significant event for the development of bio-power, spccificall} since the "imminent risks 

of death .. were reduced as disease, malnutrition, and starvation were no longer the 

imminent threats they once were ( 141 ). Power was. in turn. exerted through poltt1cal and 

~<.:onomic means. including the "introduction of mechanisms whose functions include! cl I 

forecasts. statistical estimates, and overall measures, and whose purpose [was] to mtervcnc 

at the level of generality of these phenomena" (Tremain 5 ). HRcgulatory mechanisms·· of 
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control required the identification, codification, prescription, adjustment, and maintenance 

of standards of normalization; in turn, "variations within the • general population, .. needed 

to be accounted for and remcdiatcd (5 ). 

These mechanisms of control arc observable, as Lennard J. Davis notes. at ·\!\cry 

level of the social body and utilized by very diverse institutions (the family and the army. 

schools and the police, individual medicine and the administration of collective bodies) .. 

(Bending Over Backwards: Disability, Dismodernism, and Other Difficult Positions 141 ). 

Foucault ·s theory of bio-powcr suggests, then. that these political-economic institut10ns 

functioned as •·factors of segregation and social hierurchization, exerting their influence on 

the respective forces of both these movements, guaranteeing relations of domination and 

effects of hegemony" ( 141 ). These institutional states relied on controlling and 

normalizing the body ( 107) such that human beings were understood scientifically through 

the .. practices of division, classification, and ordering around a norm .. Cl remain 6) 

Much like during the eighteenth century. bio-power. today. serves to ob.1cctil) 

human beings into .. subjects·• in order to make them more "governable .. (Tremain 6 ). /\s 

Tremain explains, 

An understanding of bio-powcr's capacity to objectivizc people in this wa)' 

illuminates Foucault's remarks about the dual meanings or the term subJccl. 

[ ... ] For Foucault, to be a subject is, in one sense, to be subject to someone 

else by control and dependence and, in other sense, to be tied to one· s o\vn 

identity by a conscience or self-knowledge. (6) 
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Foucault ·'refused to conceive relations of power in strictly juridical terms [andJ 

maintained that analyses of power should not aim to identify some overarching or distant 

font of subjecting power" (Tremain 6). Rather, through the duality of the subject. subjects 

arc "gradually. progressively, really and materially constituted though a multiplicity of 

organisms. forces. energies. desires. thoughts, rand so onf' (Foucault. J>o,,er/Knowlcdge 

97). 

As such. Foucault's works prove "instructive for Disability Studies and the critique 

of diagnostic discourses'' because Foucault "turns the medicalizcd ga/.c upon itself' 

(Mitchell and Snyder I 9). In fact, a brief list of authors who have appropriated Foucault's 

theories on discourse. knowledge, power, and the subject into their research ,vcrnld include 

Brndley Lewis. James I. Charlton, Tobin Siebers, Sharon V. Betcher. and Davis. 

Foucault's research also appears in the essays featured in the edited \\orks of Colin Barnes. 

ticof Mercer, and Tom Shakespeare; .lames C. Wilson and Cynthia Lew1ecki-Wi Ison. 

David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Synder; Sharon L. Synder, Brenda .lo Brueggemann. and 

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson; Paul K. Longmore and Lauri Umansky: and Shelley 

Tremain. 2 Likewise, a brief and informal search of JSTOR. Acacle1111c Search Complct£. 

and the Modern Language Association databases for "Foucault" and "Disability" yield~ 

more than two thousand articles. Additionally, seventeen dissertations hm,e been 

1 Sec Works Cited for citations. 
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published in just the last twenty years that incorporate Foucault into discussions on 

disability.3 

3 While Foucault's research has provided scholars of Disability Studies insightful theoretical insights to 
explore the intersections of knowledge. discourse, and power as they relate to constructions of disabled 
"subjects.'' scholars have noted limitations of Foucault ·s research because of its emphasis on historical trends 
and systems: "I Foucault I implied connections at times; he referred to his ground-breaking study of 
normalization and disciplinary power as a 'history of the present'; and in scattered interviews he 
acknowledged that he believed his books had much to say about the way that power functions in our society 
111 the present day. l3ut he never wrote a book about contemporary networks of normalizing power" 
(McWhortcr xiv). Sara Mills explains that "although Foucault did analyse some literature. mainly in the 
form of rcvie,vs, literature was certainly not his primary concern, and in his theoretical work he docs not 
produce textual mrnlyscs as such" (22). Foucault is not concerned primarily in "simply analysing the 
discourses which arc circulating in our society at present. what he wants us to sec is the arbitrariness of this 
range of discourses. the strangeness of those discourses. in spite of their familiarity" ( Mills 2<, ). Foucault's 
research on lustoricnl documents and discourses aims to "answer how it is that individual experience comes 
to be understood in particular terms" (Gubrium and I lolstein 227). As Gubrium and I lolstein 11011..-. because 
l;oucault 's works "operate in a historical register, real-time talk and social interaction an: understandably 
1111ss111g from chosen bodies of empirical material" (227). As such, while Foucault references "sharp turns in 
the discursive formations that both form nnd inform the sifting realities of varied institutional spheres, 
contrasting extant social forms with the 'birth' of news ones, he provides little or no sense ol'the everyday 
technologies by which this is achieved" (227). Gurium and I lolstcin challenge that while Foucault's 
scholursl11p illustrates "the emergence of new regimes of surveillance in medicine and modern criminal 
,1ust1ce systems," Foucault's research is limited because it "docs not provide us with a view of how these 
operate in socml interaction." Likewise, contemporary "Foucauldians" do not "offer n111ch insight into the 
everyday processes through which such regimes arc accomplished" (227). 

Gubm1m and Holstein argue that current scholarship needs to extend "its reach into the institutional 
and cultural whats that come into play in social interaction. This need not be a historical extension 1-.. I 

although that certuinly should not be rules out" (230). Instead. Gubrium and I lolstein recomn1c1HI that 
scholars "appeal to a 'cautious' (and self-conscious) naturalism that addresses the practical and sited 
production of everyday life" (230). This analysis of everyday life "centers on the illll'r/1la1 ·. not the synthesis. 
ol d1scurs1ve practice and discourses-in-practices" (230). Gubrium and I lolstein advocate for scholarship 
that centers on interpretative practices that take us, "in real time. to the 'going concerns' of everyday life" 
and 11s "social institutions." As such, scholars "can focus on how members artfully put discourses to work as 
the)' constitute their subjectivities and related social worlds. The emphasis on the interplay between the /,011·s 

and ll'hat.\ of interpretative practice is paramount. Interplay connotes a dynamic relationship" ( 230). 
Qualitative research that focuses on interactive practice serves "to document the interplay between the 
practical reasoning and conversational machinery entailed in constructing a sense ofeveryuay reality on the 
one hand and [on the other! the institutional conditions, resources, and related discourses" (230). As such, 
qualitative research encourages scholars to explore both "interpretative practice, looking to both the artful 
processes and the substantive conditions of meaning making and social order" (23 I). 

foucault's interests in the relationships between power, discourse. knowledge. and the subject have 
proven useful in recent decades for scholars interested in "the articulations of these grand complex~s" 
(Rabmow and Rose xv). Still, as Rabinow and Rose point out. "Foucault's work is limited to the historical 
context in which his research is situated; they explain that although [Foucault's research I was attuned to 
11mncdiacy and actuality, it was not his practice to deliver evaluations of current affairs. Readers may take 
Dm;.mline and Punishment to be a critical history of the prison system at the time it was written--- the 
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First-Person Research Perspectives 

While scholars in Disability Studies have focused on the construction of the 

discursive subject in order to explore objective. medicalized constructions or disahility. 

Foucault's work on the construction of the subject through first-person discourses has 

proven especially useful. J\s Foucault explains in ·'The Lile of Infamous Men." the 

appropriation of first-person perspective in confessional discourses allows the "ordinary" 

or "infamous" to become subjects worthy of study and reflection. Spcci lically. Foucault 

writes. 

For a long time. in western society. the life or the everyday could only 

accede to discourse when traversed and transfigured by the fabulous: it had 

only to be drawn out of itscl r by heroism. exploit. adventures. providence 

and grace. possibly. by the heinous crime: it had lo he marked with a touch 

of the impossible. Only then did it become sayablc. That whid, put it out 

of reach permitted it to function as lesson aml example. The more the 

narrative departed from the commonplace. the more force it had lo cast its 

spell or to persuade. (89-90) 

I 970s ·· or Madness and Civilization as an analysis or critique of the psychiatry of the late I 960s . 
lindoubtcdly. these books arc motivated by precisely these conjunctures. But Foucault ·s diagnosis of the 
present docs not proceed by attempting a comprehensive analysis of these practices as they exist today. but 
by seeking the conditions that have made these practices possible and have established the grounds on which 
they depend for their intelligibility" (xiii). For instance. Foucault's studies in Madness and Civili1.ntion 
illustrate the role of history as n me.ins for exploring how "practices. persons. and institutions gain their sense 
only from their locntion within a much wider nexus of re Int ions of knowledge, power, and the production of 
su~jectivitics" (xiv). As such, Rabinow and Rose argue that Foucnult 's rescnrch docs not necessarily offer 
sd1olars a methodology for critic.ii thought; rather, Foucault's work is "a movement of thought that invents. 
nrnkes use of. and modifies conceptual tools as they arc set into a relation with specific practices and 
problems thnt they themselves help to form in new ways" (xv). 
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These ••infamous" lives, as illustrated in memoirs, biographies, and first-person 

accounts demonstrate the moments in which individuals resisted the oppressive regimes by 

exerting their free will. These infamous individuals, "caught in the spotlight of power," 

illustrate how individuals resisted powerful regimes without being crushed by them (Marks 

120). Narratives, then, constitute part of '"that great system of constraint by which the 

West compcJled the everyday to bring itself into discourse" (Foucault ... The Li le of 

Infamous Men" 91 ). Narratives, with the emphasis on the ordinary subject. arc -~bent on 

seeking everyday life beneath itself, on crossing over limits. on brutally or insidiously 

disclosing the secrets. on ousting the rules and the codes. on causing the unavowable to be 

said" (91 ). Foucauh argues that these narratives of "infamous men .. arc inventions of the 

.. Christian West,·· "which it imposed on everyone, to say everything in order to efface 

everything, to formulate even the )cast fauhs in an uninterrupted, desperate. exhaustive 

murmuring, from which nothing must escape" (84 ). 

Sara Mills extends Foucault's discussion on '"confessional discourses .. to academia 

to argue that '"confession within particular politicised contexts may he empowering .. nn ). 

Foucault ·s Hconfessional discourses'· enable the subject to "'trace ways in which personal 

difficulties can be caused by larger societal forces and other individuals and social groups .. 

(82). As Mills explains, '"Many feminists have seen the process of "confessing.' and thus 

locating oneself within a larger interest group or political group (such as feminists. or 

working-class women or lesbian women), as one whereby a certain amount of resistance to 
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oppression may be generated" (82). "Confessional narratives" enable subjects to reframe 

the narrative •'so that different causes and different trajectories !canl be formulated'' (83). 

/\ brief survey of texts within the discipline or Disability Studies illustrates the 

influence of "confessional discourses" to frame disability as socially constructed rather 

than as something to be pathologized, medicalized. or personalized (Thomas 47). These 

narratives emerged in response to the '·mcdicalizcd perspectives on disability emanating 

from the applied lields. and in response to the marginalization and distortions appan:nt 

across the curriculum" (Linton 133). Narrative--including the subgenres autobiography, 

memoir, and case-study-is "foundational to the integration or disability into everyday 

life" (Rapp and Ginsburg 537). For instance, to borrow from Foucault's discussion on the 

subject and power. in the lirst-person disability narrative. the author identi lies himscl r or 

herself as the subject and, in doing so, de lines, constructs, and shapes the reality as 

presented in the narrative. The lirst-person disability narrative, then, has the potential to 

"counter stigmatizing or patronizing portrayals or disability because it is a medium in 

which disabled people may have a high degree of control over their images" (Couser. 

"C'onllicting Paradigms: The Rhetorics or Disability Memoir" 78).'1 

·•Ci.Thomas Couser identilics several criticisms of the first-person disability narrative in his artich:s 
"Signifying Bodies: Life Writing and Disability Studies" and "Conflicting Paradigms: The Rhetorics or 
Disability Memoir" that arc worth noting. Specifically, Couser argues that such first-person accounts or 
disability have the potential to "reinforce the assumption that disability is necessarily, wholly. and 
universally a negative experience" ("Signifying Bodies: Life Writing and Disability Studies·· 110). 
Likewise. Couser warns that first-person disability narratives have the potential to "individualize the 
condition" and reinforce its stigma. Therefore, while first-person disability narratives "may offer a degree of 
control over representation that other media may not, various cultural constraints limit the counterhegcmonic 
potential of disability memoir" ("Conflicting Paradigms: The Rhetorics of Disability Memoir" 89). 
Nondisabled audiences might also be resistant to first-person disability narratives that challenge the 
conventional discourses about disability in light of"a long history of Gothic. sentimental. and heroic 
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Arthur W. Frank explains the significance of first-person disability narratives in 

The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics and explores the means by which 

contemporary authors of disability narratives function as "wounded storytellers" who alter 

the "dominant cultural conception of illness away from passivity-the ill person as •victim 

of disease and then recipient of care-toward activity'' (xi). Specifically. Frank argues 

that contemporary first-person disability narratives demonstrate the demand of those who 

arc sick. disabled. and impaired "to speak rather than being spoken for and to rcprcsi.:nt 

oncself rnther than being represented or. in the worst cases, rather than bi.:ing effaced 

entirely" ( 13 ). Contemporary authors articulate their unique experiences as "wounckd 

storytellers" while expressing their suspicions of the medical commtmity·s rcdw..:tivc 

discursive practices ( 11 ). As such, the stories narrated by the sick. disabli.:d. and impaired 

ari.: "informed by a sense of responsibility''; they share their stories "not just to work out 

narratives -- in various media, including fiction, film. and personal narratives--- in which disability is 
represented as alternatively terrifying. pitiable, or inspiring" ("Signifying Bodies: Life Writing and 
Disability Studies" 110). Mitchell and Snyder note. likewise. that the first-person disability narrative tends to 
satisfy a "public appetite for confessional writing that promises the revelation of personal catastrophe as the 
evidence ofa more truthful access to secreted lives" (10). As a kind of"confessional discourse:· these 
narratives project physical and cognitive impairments and differences so that "the mainstream parading of 
personal misfortune inevitably assures the reader/viewer of his or her comparative good fortunes or assuages 
a shared societal sense of guilt and insensitivity" ( 10). Consequently, such first-person narrat iws tend t11 
convey "conventional scenarios of triumph over tragedy or stories of saintly suffering where the affliC'tecl 
fades away (physically or intellectually) into private martyrdom" ( 10). As Mitchell and Snyder explain : 
"The personal narrative expands the boundaries of our understanding of disability on an individual level. but 
its attendant social and political contexts lend lo be overshadowed by the emotions of pity and/or sympathy 
evoked by the reader's identification with the narrator's personal plight. First-person nam1tives cannot 
singularly provide the interpretative paradigms needed to revise cultural understandings or disability" ( 11 ). 
Likewise. narrative discourses like the case-study tend to focus on disability as a "human anomaly." and so 
that disability is presented as a plot device in a "scientific teleology in which the patient becomes little more 
than a vessel for the condition being studied" (Cassuto 124 ). As such. first-person narratives present 
individuals' experiences and illustrate the tensions between "the abstract (and general) and the concrete (and 
individual)." Still, when an individual is "subordinated" in such narratives to the abstract general. "the 
patient can be subsumed" ( 124 ). 
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their own changing identities, but also to guide others who will follow them. They seek 

not to provide a map that can guide others-each must create his own-but rather to 

witness the experience or reconstructing one's own map" ( 17). 

This reciprocity of offering one's own story to help others as they construct their 

own stories is an attempt to ··change one's own life by affecting the lives of others .. (Frank 

17). As Frank explains, the storyteller offers him or herself "'as guide to the othcr·s sclf'

formation"; in doing so. the ·•other's receipt of that guidance not only recognizes but 

values the teller .. ( 18) ... Telling stories .. about disability is .. the attempt. instigated by the 

body's disease. to give a voice to an experience that medicine cannot describe .. ( 18). /\s 

Frank explains, "'This voice is embodied in a speci lie person, but it is equally social. taking 

its speech from the postmodern times we live in:· While the voice of the ill person is made 

possible by modernist medicine. the experience is not entirely a medical izcd one: therefore . 

.. it cannot be contained within modernist assumptions'' ( 18). 

First-person disability narratives, then, offer perspectives that challenge the usual 

dominant mcdicalized scripts by offering '"potentially powerful counterdiscourscl s I to the 

prevailing discourse[sJ of disability" (Couser, "Signifying Bodies: Life Writing and 

Disability Studies .. 109-10). Such discourses challenge dominant representations or 

disability. especially those constructed by the nondisabled, which further the 

marginalization and stigmatization experienced by the disabled. Rapp and Ginsburg 

explain, HAs authored by disabled people [ ... ], these narratives offer revised. 

phenomenologically based understandings that at times also anchor substantial analyses of 
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the social, cultural, and political construction of disability" (537). Disability narratives 

written from the first person arc Hcsscntial to the more capacious notions of citizenship 

championed by the disability rights movement" (537). Rapp and Ginsburg, in fact, credit 

the proliferation of first-person narratives as vital to the social. cultural. and political aims 

of the DRM: 

The dissemination of such intimate insights among a broader public has 

helped to mobilize an extraordinary and rapid transformation since the 

1970s in the way such notions as rights. entitlement. and citizenship arc 

conceived-a transformation that is shaping public policy in areas such as 

health care, education. transportation. and access to built. aural. and visual 

environments. (538) 

Such first-person accounts arc necessary to counter the overwhelmingly negative 

representations of disability that arc produced and distributed since it is through the 

narrative that "we come to know. understand. and make sense of the social world. and it is 

through narratives and narrativity that we constitute our social identities .. (Somers 606 ). 

As Somers explains. "( AHi of us come to be who we arc (however ephemeral. multiple. 

and changing) by being located or locating ourselves (usually unconsciously) in social 

narratives rarely of our own making .. ( 606). Somers notes that the construction of one· s 

narrative illustrates how "it is through narrativity that we come to know. understand, and 

make sense of the world, and it is through narratives and narrativity that we constitute our 

social identities" (606). Mitchell and Snyder argue that the popularity of first-person 
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disability narratives indicate the assumption that individuals with disabilities share their 

experiences in order to reject Hthe dehumanizing effects of societal representations and 

attitudes" (9). First-person narratives position the narrator as '"a disputatious figure 

critiquing the less than humane responses of a flat, often hostile, and uniformly able-isl 

culture·· (9). As Mitchell and Snyder explain, 

IF jirst-person narratives provide readers with an alternative perspective on 

what it means to live with a disability in a culture obsessed with forging 

equations between physical ability, beauty, and productivity. [First-person I 

narratives demand that the disabled subject develop a voice that privileges 

the agency of a bona fide perspective of disability. Given the 

presupposition that the "able-bodied" could never adequately dramatize the 

encounters between disability, personal experience. and ~·unm"an.: .. social 

policies, what motivates these stories is the pressing need for true-Ii fc 

verification that disability provides a specific and distinct perspective or its 

own. ( 10) 

The emphasis on subjective, first-person research has led to increasingly positive 

characterizations of the disabled in public discourses as a result of the activists 1n the DRM 

and various disability activists groups. As James I. Charlton illustrates in Nothing About 

Us Without Us, activists within the ORM advocate that individuals have Hdevcloped a 

consciousness that transforms the notion and concept of disability from a medical 

condition to a political and social condition" ( 17). In light of this raised consciousness. 
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activists within the DRM demand "'political-economic and cultural systems to incorporate 

people \Vith disabilities into the decision-making process and to recognize that the 

experiential knowledge of these people is pivotal in making decisions that affect their 

lives·· ( 17). Because the DRM is an emerging "liberation movement .. with .. nC\\- attitudes 

and worldvh:ws:' activists within the DRM demand a ··f undamcntal reordering of 

principles and resources•· that will enable the ••independence and integration .. of those with 

disabilities and respect their "human rights," ""self-help,'' and .. self-determination .. ( 17). 

Consequently. the inclusion of first-person experiences into research on disability 

also forces the researcher to acknowledge and account for his or her relationship with and 

understanding of disability to account for one's Hposition relative to the subject matter .. - -a 

position that is theoretically and politically significant (Linton 153 ). Linton suggests that 

.. nondisablcd and disabled scholars working in Disability Studies folio\\' that tradition and 

discuss their subject position and the consequences for their schoh\rship in similarl~ 

complex and meaningful ways." As Linton explains, "[Tlhc articulated or implied third

person ·they." which is pervasive in scholarship on disability, mcrcasc~ the objcct11ication 

or disabled people .. that eventually impacts and impedes the means for "sci f-dctcrmination 

• and sclf-dctinition-lwhich arc] so critical to disabled people's lives .. ( 151 ). l.111ton 

advocates that '"all scholars should account for the influence related to cxpcr1cncc and 

point or view as it directly relates lo the research at hand'' ( 153 ) .. 

For Linton, nondisabled scholars often draw conclusions regarding the lives and 

experiences of disabled individuals; therefore, research agendas must be more willing to 
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incorporate the experiences of the disabled into both the gathering and dissemination of 

their research. Alternative research methodologies are needed that break from "'the 

empiricist approaches that have dominated the study of disability:· Through these 

alternative research methods, scholars of Disability Studies have become an ··active voice 

m the humanities" and, in doing so. continue deconstructing stereotypes through the 

··analysis of metaphors, images, and all representations of disability in the academic and 

popular cultures .. ( 142). Linton explains that the ··voice of disabled people should be 

present in both Disability Studies and applied approaches to disabled people. but the voice 

should take different form in each'' ( 141 ). In the social sciences. disabled individuals' 

experiences need to be included in both qualitative and interpretative research. In the 

liberal arts, these voices arc included through the .. active voice, the creative voice. the 

narrative .. ( 142). Linton warns that just as .. scholarship can be inllucnced by identity . 

..,ocial position, experience. sensory acuity. cognitive functioning. physical configuration 

and functioning. or other characteristics. scholars need lo account for or control that 

mfluencc. Nevertheless. the nondisablcd scholar has '"a particular responsibility to engage 

conscious!) and deliberately with these issues in their scholarship and teaching to avoid 

contributing to the problem .. ( 153 ). Linton stresses that it is '"incumbent on nondisablcd 

scholars to pay particular attention to issues of their own identity, their own privilege as 

nondisabled people, and the relationship of these factors to their scholarship .. ( 152-3). 

Still, Lmton acknowledges that both the disabled and nondisablcd researcher '"can 

perpetuate or work to ameliorate the objectification of disabled people, the lack of 
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subjectivity, the absence of voice, and the absence of self'-dcfinition and self

dctcrmination" ( 152). 

Limitations for Cognitive Disabilities Studies 

Thi.: reliance on the lirsl-person narrative in Disability Studies. though. presents 

several challenges for scholars and advocates': First. considering the emphases on first

person research perspectives and the skepticism of nondisabled scholars. one must 

ultimately ask: "Who should teach and write in the lield or Disability Studies?" And. 

"who should research and write about cognitive disabilities'?" 

In regard lo the lirst question, despite the contributions of scholars of Disability 

Studies. the majority or the scholarship about disability and disabled individuals' 

experiences comes from nondisabled scholars in medicine. health. and social sciences. 

Such positivist research agendas can promote exclusionary research practices that discredit 

or ignore the experiences of the research subjects. Linton argues that "a n.:view of standard 

curricula in history. psychology. women's studies. literature. philosophy. anthropology" 

demonstrates that positivist. empirical research agendas ignore disabled people· s unique 

perspectives, evidenced by the "absence of subjectivity and I the I agency of disabled 

people" in contemporary scholarship ( 134 ). As a result of such research agendas that 

further the "absence of subjectivity and the active voice of disabled researchers." disabled 

individuals arc objectified, as illustrated "by the dominance or empiricism in the study of 

~ Of course. disability narratives arc not limited to first-person accounts. Research by Cary Lacheen. and 
Paul T. Jaeger and Cynthia Ann Bowman illustrate that while disability and impairment arc "in every cultural 
medium. genre, and subgcnre," disability is typically constructed as "stigma. divine challenge. divine 
punishment. defeat, part of everyday life, and as opportunity and challenge'' ( I 04 ). Still, as this study has 
shown. thus far, research within Disability Studies emphasizes the first-person perspective. 
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disability; the large number of stereotypes and simplified versions of disabled people's 

experiences presented across disciplines; the absence of critical analysis; I and) the 

pathologizing of lthc disabled individual's) experience" ( 134). Specifically, Linton argues . 

.. The overwhelming majority of scholarship on disability either utilizes or implies the 

third-person plural: "they' do this, 'they' do that [ ... ]. This contributes to the 

objectification of disabled people and contributes to the experience of alienation disabled 

people ollen report'' ( 142). 

Disability Studies counteracts these ""cssentializing and deterministic narratives of 

disability .. by offering ""social, political. and cultural analyses'' from the perspective of the 

subject (Linton 145). In doing so, scholarship within Disability Studies offers a 

.. comprehensive view of society and human experience. and the attribution or significance 

to human variation. These types of analysis challenge the biological as well as the 

individual and psychological explanations of human experience. achievement. and 

bd1avior" ( 145). Through the appropriation of subjective research agendas. Disability 

Studies scholars can incorporate disabled individuals' personal experiences as they arc 

shaped and constructed in social, political, and cultural contexts even though those 

experiences arc often excluded in objective research agendas. 

Still, the skepticism demonstrated by disability rights advocates and in Disability 

Studies research is legitimate and worth noting. After all, a simple inquiry into 

philosophical medical ethics or biocthical research yields hundreds of books and articles 

on the philosophical and ethical problems of disability, handicap, and impairment. Such 
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arguments are all the more significant considering that these theories arc appropriated into 

debates regarding medical and clinical practice. As Peter Byrne notes in Philosophical and 

1:thical Problems in Mental Handicap, 

(T]hc world of contemporary medicine and moral philosophy now 

interconnects. thanks to the rise of bioethics. Hence. it is quite likely that 

strands of (pediatric] practice toward the handicapped new-horn have been 

buttressed by, even while not originating in, moral philosophy j ... j. It is a 

fact that the medical literature contains many examples of papers describing 

and advocating the selective non-treatment of newborns based on judgments 

as to the expected degree of future handicaps. j ... j To an extent which I 

cannot determine, our society has unsystematically and unintentionally 

embarked on the eugenic policies advocated by some moral philosophers. 

( 13) 

Biocthical and philosophical debates regarding the value and degree of 

.. pcrsonhood'' of the cognitively disabled illustrate many of the concerns expressed by 

ad\ocatcs and scholars for disability rights. Byrne synthesizes the biomedical and ethical 

philosophical arguments that draw correlations between humanity and .. personhoocr with 

consciousness when he writes: 

fMJany views fashionable in philosophical medical ethics or bioethics 1 . .. I 

affirm that not all human beings arc persons (that is: that not all human 

beings arc worthy of the moral respect just descrihcd). On the phi losophcrs· 
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account human beings who have not yet attained sci f-consciousncss and 

autonomy, or who will never attain them, or who have lost them arc not lo 

count as persons. (viii) 

Byrne summarizes, for instance. James Rachel's argument in The End of Lile as one based 

on a "sliding scale of value" (Byrne 8). 6 In other words, Rachel di ffcrcntiatcs between 

... being alive· and 'having a life' in the sense of having a biography"; specifically. 

/\ dog merely has a life; a normal human being has a biographical life 

because its existence is infused with the qualities we have described under 

the heading or self-consciousness, autonomy and rationality. 1 ... J The more 

mentally handicapped people arc, the less they count as pl!rson~. m, Im, ing 

lives worth preserving and the less normal rules surrounding homicide 

apply to them. (Byrne 8-9)7 

Byrne describes biocthical constructions of "personhood" that delinl! "normal 

human bl!ings" as '\:otnplcx creatures who have a rich mixture or desires. ,..,ho can rnjoy 

pleasure and pain, manifest curiosity, form friendships and so forth" (9). /\ human being is 

dcl!mcd a ··person .. if he or she has "the presence of such things in a Ii fc [that! makes that 

life of value to its possessor. A life is of value if it contains such positive clements" (9). 

However, Byrne illustrates how such definitions of "personhood'' arc demoralizing to 

those with cognitive disabilities: "It follows that if we subtract the positive clements the 

value ,viii be diminished. Hence, the value of the lives or the mental I) handicapped must 

"Rachel's text is published in Dutch. 
7 Such arguments illustrate, again, Foucault 's discussion on the knowledge of'the self through discourse 
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be diminished to the extent that their lives cannot contain Rachel's positive clements" (9). 

As Byrne explains, "It will then be asked whether the expected later quality or life of the 

child and its contributions to the human community outweigh the costs involved in its 

nurture (and indeed in any support it will require as an adult)" ( 12). 

Therefore, it is understandable that disability rights advocates and scholars of 

Disability Studies would be skeptical of research agendas and scholarship that exclude the 

perspectives of the disabled when biomedical ethicists and Happlied moral philosophers·· 

evoke arguments for using the Hvcry severely mentally enfeebled, the seriously brain 

damaged, severely handicapped newborns•· in medical experiments ( hey 96 ). Peter 

Singer, for instance, argues that we can assign greater value to those individuals who do 

not possess severe mental and physical disabilities. like spina bilida and Down·s 

syndrome. and who possess a ··value of life.•· or the "capacity to experience pleasure or 

jo)'. and conversely the absence of both physical pain and the absence of mental suffering .. 

( .. Can We Avoid Assigning Greater Value to Some Human Lives Than to Others? .. 99). 

I·or Singer, a life worth living is one in which an individual has the potential to live sclf

consciously: 

By that I mean the capacity to understand that one is a being separate from 

the rest of the world, with a life of one's own to lead; that is. to look at 

one's life from a point of view that has some detachment from moment to 

moment and is able to sec Ii fe as something that continues over time - to 

understand, for example. that one has had a past and some kind of future. 
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[ ... j Similarly. ability to communicate with others. to recognize and 

respond to others, f and] to relate to them in some way could be an important 

characteristic that we would think makes a difference to the quality or life. 

("Can We Avoid Assigning Greater Value to Some Human Lives Than to 

Others?" 99)8 

Such discussions illustrate, as Byrne summarized, how distinctions and 

determinations of humanity or "personhood" rely on value and the ··possession of 

autonomy" (9). These biomedical and ethical philosophies "comment on the cxistcncc 

and nature of mentally handicapped people [ butl display no great awareness of who these 

people arc. of the vast differences between them in the way of attainment and or the many 

possibilities of fullillmcnt available to them" (Byrne 13). The fact that philosophical 

arguments. like those noted earlier. make a "vague reference to the ·seriously retarded· or 

those with 'profound delicit' is enough lo establish that there arc al least some human 

beings (who and how many docs not matter) who arc no higher than some animals in the 

way of intellectual attainment'' ( 14 ). 

Advocates for the rights of the disabled reject bioethical and philosophical 

scholarship on the value of life when such debates diminish the value of the disabled. 

Aller all, such arguments, like those illustrated briefly here by Frey and Glover. rationali1.e 

and justify infanticide and euthanasia against the cognitively disabled on the grounds that 

K Peter Singcr·s argument reamrms the frustrations felt by disability rights advocates when it seems the only 
JK'rspectives related to life. death. and euthanasia arc those of philosophers and medical doctors. as 
ckmonstrated in another article "Unsanctifying Life" from Ethical Issues Relating to t,ifc and Death. 

27 



such individuals-deemed without self-consciousness, autonomy and/or rationality-pose 

economic and social threats to their respective communities. For instance, Helga Kuhse 

and Peter Singer philosophize in Should the Baby Live?: The Problem of Handicapped 

Infants that the extraordinary needs of severely disabled infants arc burdensome for 

families and society; therefore, Kuhse and Singer argue that infanticide is justifiable, 

especially in those instances when "the survival of the handicapped infant will prevent the 

existence of the possible normal child" ( 161 ). Kuhse and Singer"s argument frames the 

existence or a (living) disabled child as a threat to a future (not. yet conceived) nondisablcd 

child. In other words. non-existence is preferable to disabled existence so that disabled 

existence threatens even nondisabled non-existence. Such arguments advance eugenics 

movements against the disabled because they present economic. social. and familial 

burdens: HEugcnic principles arc part of our largely unexamined and unspoken 

prc~onceptions about who should and who should not inhabit the world. and scientists and 

physicians provide the wa)'s to put them into practice .. (Hubbard 199). Again, such 

arguments arc based on the assertion that the "value of !children] with impairments is 

intrinsically less than those without" (Pritchard 89)-in this case, less than those who do 

not yet exist. Likewise, Byrne notes that what these philosophers arc harguing that a 

rational society should cull babies and infants according lo calculations of net utility 

centering on the degree of intellectual and physical normality they can be expected to have 

in the future .. ( 12). If the quantity or quality of one·s care is determined by his or her 

economic contributions and expenditures, then there is. as Byrne notes, ~·a further tendency 
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in such writing to charge in the vaguest way that some fellow human beings arc getting 

rnnsideration and care which they do not deserve., ( 14 ). 

In light of the ethical, philosophical, moral, and economic arguments discussed 

here---arguments that justify experimental medical practices on the cognitively disabled, 

fur instance-criticisms raised by disability advocates like Linton and Charlton against 

nondisabled scholars seems understandable. After all, the focus and outcome of such 

scholarship consequently impact disabled individuals' lives. Still, nondisabled scholars of 

disability fi.1cc justifiable criticisms as "outsiders looking in'· whose contrihutions only 

serve to further stigmatize those that the DRM seeks to empower. Nondisahlcd 

researchers in Disability Studies must demonstrate that they arc not "merely opportunitistic 

voyeurs who stand to gain from reporting on the cognitively disabled nor that they arc 

'"gazing· or ·eavesdropping' on the lives or people with disabilities" ( Yong I 0). 

However, in light the ethical and philosophical opinions or Rachel. Kuhse. and 

Singer, Disability Studies· employment and emphasis on the first-person narrative is 

problematic for research regarding cognitive disabilities.9 /\mos Yong addresses the issue 

'' i\t this juncture, it is best to define the terms that I will use throughout the course of this study. First. it is 
significant to note the differences between the terms "mental disorder.' ' "mental illness." "psychiatric 
disability," "mental retardation," and "cognitive impairment." "Mental disorder·· is a broader term that 
includes both "mental illnesses'' and "mental retardation ." According to the Qiagnostic and Statistical 
l\1anual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, Text Revision (DSM-IV-TR). "mentnl disorders" arc defined as 
"a clinic.illy signilicnnt behavioral or psychological syndrome or pattern that occurs in an individual and that 
is associated with present distress (e.g. , a painful symptom) or disability (i .e .. impairment in one or more 
important areas of functioning) or with a significantly increased risk of suffering death. pain. disability. or an 
important loss of freedom . In addition, this syndrome or pattern must not be merely an expectable and 
culturally sanctioned response to a particular event, for example, the death of a loved one . Whatever its 
original cause. it must currently be considered a manifestation ofa behavioral. psychological. or biological 
dysfunction in the individual" ("Mental Disorder"). 
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of who can write about and for the cognitively disabled in his book Theologv and Down 

··Mental illness" is "a term that describes a broad range of mental and emotional conditions" that 
present differently in regards to the type, intensity and duration of symptoms. Mental illnesses differ from 
cognitive disabilities in that mental illnesses "come and go and do not always follow a regular pattern, 
mal...ing it diflicult to predict when symptoms [will appear] and functioning will [be limited), even if 
tn:atmcnt recommendations arc followed. The symptoms of mental illness often arc effectively controlled 
through medication and/or psychotherapy, and may even go into remission. For some people, the illness 
continues to cause periodic episodes that require treatment. ( ... ] The most common forms of mental illness 
arl' anxiety disorders, mood disorders, and schizophrenia disorders." A mental illness becomes a psychiatric 
disability "when mental illness significantly interferes with the performance of major life activities, such as 
11:arning, working and communicating, among others ("What is Psychiatric Disability and Mental Illness?"). 

"Mental retardation" is defined by the DSM-IV-TR as "significantly subaverage intellectual 
fum:tioning·· or an "intelligence quotient (IQ) of approximately 70 or below" with ··com:um:nt delicits lir 
impairments in adaptive functioning in at least 2 of the following areas: communication. self-care. home 
living. social/interpersonal skills. use of community resources, self-direction, functional academic skills. 
work, leisure, health, and safety; and onset before age 18 years" ("Mental Retardation"). Individuals 
dassilied as mentally retarded do not have a mental illness and oflcn need special educational services and 
social support to help them complete the activities required for everyday living. Mental retardation can be 
caused by "alterations in embryonic development, such as those caused by chromosomal abnormalities or 
t'ctal exposure to drugs or toxins"; "environmental deprivation and other mental disorders. such as autism··; 
"problems of pregnancy and the perinatal period. such as fetal malnutrition, hypoxia. infection. trauma. or 
pn:maturity"; "hereditary abnormalities, such as inborn errors of metabolism or chromosomal aberrations'"; 
or ··medical conditions of infancy or childhood, such as central nervous system (CNS) infection or trauma. or 
lead poisoning" (American Psychiatric Association). 

While the predominant term in medical discourses is "mental retardation·· and in social science 
disrnurses the term "intellectual disability" is more often used, I will use the term "cognitive impairment'" or 
"rngnitive disability" throughout this dissertation to refer to those who exhibit or possess "a failure to 
develop through acquiring intellectual, linguistic and social skills" as other individuals "normally·· do (Byrne 
19). As Peter Byrne discusses in Philosophical and Ethical Problems in Mental Handicap. the term "ment:llly 
disabled" is troublesome since "'mental' is too broad in its implications . It implies disability/impairment 
across the entire spectrum of a person's non-physical life. 'Intellectually disabled' is too narrow, for it bids 
us focus on a lack of cleverness or intelligence as the decisive factor, whereas the example or conditions like 
autism with be seen to bring in something different from a lack of intelligence" (Byrne 19). Therefore. 
Byrne argues that the terms "cognitively disabled'' or "cognitive disability" arc more appropriate because 
they "refer to a lack of capacity to learn and understand, implying de lie its in many areas dependent upon 
understanding. such as the ability to reason, plan and relate to others" ( 19). Byrne's use or the terms 
··cognitively disabled" and "cognitive disability" is a departure from the more currently accepted terms 
"learning diflkulty," "learning disability." and "learning disabled,'' which arc typically more popular than 
"mental handicap" and "mental retardation." Byrne notes that the use of the terms "cognitively disabled'" and 
"cognitive disability" is because such terms tend to be less stigmatizing and derogatory. Also. "best practice 
now concentrates on the particular problems of the [individual] who has difliculties with learning. of 
whatever type and however caused" ( 19). Byrne finds the term "difficulty" somewhat helpftil because it 
implies that "cognitive disability'' can be overcome in some degree through appropriate care and education 
and presumes a certain degree of competency ( 19). However, the term "difficulty" presents a "minor 
problem'" in that "it refers to problems in learning not produced by general cognitive disability. for example 
problems ~uch as dyslcx ia'· ( 19). Still, a more serious concern for using the phrase "person with learning 
difficulty'" for l3yrnc is that "this terminology might hide the full reality of cognitive disablement" (20). The 
challenges that such individuals experience arc evidence in all contexts, including those "beyond the 
educational" (20). 
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Syndrome: Reimagining Disability in Late Modernity. Yong takes issue with such a 

.. radical disability rights position (that] would insist that only people with disability can 

speak for or about disability matters" because such positions do not account for the 

realities of those with profound cognitive disabilities that limit or impede the ability to 

construct verbal or written discourse (9). It is for this reason, perhaps. that scholarship on 

cognitive disabilities is markedly absent within the discipline. While well-respected 

scholars and advocates for the rights of the disabled have published and presented 

signilicant research in the discipline of Disability Studies on issues related to physical 

impainrn:nt and disability. the "entire history of the I Dlisability IR lights IM jnvement 

reveals an emphasis on physical disabilities, oftentimes to the exclusion of mental ones." 

Likewise, "the symbol in the United States of a person in a wheelchair illustrates this 

tendency" (Rentcln 60), despite the fact that the mentally and cognitively impaired 

"combine to make up the largest disability 'category"' (Charlton 6). For instance. a review 

oft,vclve recently published and well-known books from scholars in Disability Studies 10 

reveals that only one book, Embodied Rhetorics: Disability in Language and Culture. 

oilers one chapter spccilically on mental disabilities. 11 While these twelve books hardly 

represent the corpus or literature on Disability Studies nor docs the absence of research on 

cognitive disabilities suggest that scholars or Disability Studies arc neither intl!n:stcd nor 

111The works reviewed were Barnes, Mercer. and Shakespeare; Barnes, Oliver. and Barton: Corker and 
French: Davis; Deutsch and Nussbaum; Fleischer; Gartner and Joe; Jaeger and Bowman; M itchcll and 
Synder: Siebers; Snyder, 13rucgggemann, and Garland-Thomson: and Wilson and Lcwiccki-Wilson. Sec 
Works Cited for complete citations. 
11 lt is worth noting that in Catherine Prendergast's article, "On the Rhetorics of Mental Disability," 
Prendergrast discusses the stigmas associated with mental illness, especially schizophrenia, not necessarily 
those associated specifically with cognitive disabilities. 
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concerned with the stigmas endured and discrimination experienced by those with 

cognitive impairments. il is clear that there is an absence of research and scholarship on 

issues related lo mental disabilities: "The growing literature on disability would seem a 

natural place to turn to find such language [about mental disabilities], yet it seems that 

Disability Studies, with its emphasis on the body and not the mind, creates fissures through 

which attention to the mentally disabled easily falls" (Prendergast 46). 

Therefore. while scholars of Disability Studies have countered discriminatory, 

exclusionary research practices and findings through the inclusion of the lirst-person 

narrative perspectives. such research emphases present limitations in regard to scholarship 

on cognitive disabilities. Ultimately, I argue then f<)r a theoretical. scholarly '"space'' from 

\\hich nonc.lisablccl researchers and scholars can contribute and further the objectives or the 

DRM. rhe contributions or the nonc.lisabled to the DRM can a1.:t in "solidarity with 

emancipator researchers and people with disabilities (and their caregivers) in their 

resistance toward a form of discrimination called able ism perpetrated, mostly 

unconsciously, by the non-disabled majority" (Yong I 0). 12 In light of research that 

suggests that the mentally impaired is the "most discriminated against and the most 

isolated" minority group (Charlton 6-7), a rhetorical space is needed from which 

nondisablcd scholars can explore how those with cognitive disabilities face discrimination. 

I.' Able1s111 is "the discrimination against and the exclusion of individuals with physical and mental 
d1sabilit1es from full participation and opportunity within society's systems and activities" {Castaneda and 
Peters 320). 
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marginalization, and oppression in order to contribute to ··emancipator advocacy'· efforts 

(Yong 9). 
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CHAPTER II 

IDENTIFYING A RHETORICAL '"SPACE" IN DISABILITY STUDIES 

One theorist whose work offers a theoretical and rhetorical "space" from which 

scholars can explore the discrimination, marginalization, and oppression experienced by 

the cognitively disabled is Kenneth Burke. While Burke's methodology of dramatism is 

most otien applied in rhetorical and sociological analyses, his definition of rhetoric as 

identification offers another method for understanding how knowledge about disability is 

constructed in public discourses. Burke ·s definition of rhetoric serves as a means for 

lm.:ating. theorizing. and critiquing representations of disability and offers nondisablcd 

scholars a rhetorical position from which they can contribute research that furthers the 

empowerment, respect, and emancipation of the cognitively impaired. 

Burke ·s Definition of Rhetoric 

In the first sentence of Kenneth Burke's A Grammar of Motives. he begins by 

asking: "What is involved, when we say what people arc doing and why they arc doing 

itT (xv). In the more than five hundred pages that follow, Burke attempts to answcr thcsc 

questions by theorizing and illustrating how "'motivation" shapes all human affairs. 

Specifically. Burke argues that human motives arc inherent in all human discourse: human 

discourses arc constructed by and simultaneously reflect particular purposes. As such. 

human motives arc present "in systematically elaborated structures, in legal judgments. in 
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poetry and fiction, in political and scientific works, in news and in bits of gossip offered at 

random" (A Grammar of Motives xv). 

Specifically, f<.)r Burke, humans arc "symbol-using, symbol-making, and symbol

misusing animal[s]" (Language as Symbolic Action 6) that use language as ··a symbolic 

means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols" (A Rhetoric of 

Motives 43). According to Burke, the difference between humans and animals is not the 

usc nf tools~ after all, animals use tools, also. Rather. "it is the use of tools for making 

tools .. that makes humans unique: ··1 A)llowing for ·thought of thought" is so integrally 

connected with the human power to invent tools for making tools that we might call such 

power linguistic in essence" ( 178). Therefore. humans' ··linguistic power"' enables them to 

usc symbols, "not merely [asj reflections of the things symbolized, or signs for them .. : 

rather. humans use symbols to transcend "the things symbolized'" ( 192). Burke explains 

that .. to say that [hu]man is a symbol-using animal is by the same token to say that he I or 

she I is a · transcending animal"' ( 192 ). 

Likewise, since animals' behaviors arc logical, logic cannot be the determining 

foctor to distinguish humans from animals. Instead, according to Burke. humans arc 

··transcending animals .. that go beyond their ""state of nature .. because of their abilities lo 

symbolize on that which is already symbolized: '"Thus, there is in language itsel r a motive 

force calling [humans] to transcend the ·state of nature' (that is, the order of motives that 

would prevail in a world without language, Logos, 'reason')" ( 192). 
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Burke further defines humans as able to derive the ""principles of symbolism" 

through their .. natural" inclination for "substitution." Humans employ substitution that is 

similar to translating French into English or pi into 3.14159 (Burke, Language as Symbolic 

Action 7). This substitution in language is much like an "abbreviation'' rooted in a kind of 

displacement. The ability for humans to substitute one set of conditions for another based 

on a kind of '"transcendence,'" in which the thing named (Hby making for a kind of 'ascent' 

from the realm of motion and matter to the realm of essence and spiriC') broadens the 

definition of human beyond their "animality" and reduces such definitions to the capacity 

for .. motion·· (8-9). Burke's definition of 0 human'' encompasses then both humans' 

.. animality .. and their "'symbolicity." This "'symbolicity .. involves the ability to Hacccntuatc 

the positive .. and "invent the negative" (9). Because .. there arc no negatives in nature. and 

that this ingenious addition to the universe is solely a product of human symbol systems:! 

humans possess the ability to rationalize within particular symbol systems. which involves 

the .. di nicult and thankless task of celebrating that peculiarly human marvel. the negative .. 

( ')). 

Because language is by nature ··reductive, abstractive, metaphorical. analytic. and 

synthesizing'' (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 129), the ultimate objective sought in human 

discourse is "idcntificationH through Hconsubstantiality"-or the '"acting together'' (21 ). 

This ··acting together~' functions like a "grammar" of motives that can be analyzed and 

interpreted through investigations into the act, scene, agent, agency, and purpose in human 

discourses (A Grammar of Motives xv). This "pentad of key terms" approaches human 
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discourse as "the matter of motives in a perspective that, being developed from the analysis 

of drama, treats language and thought primarily as modes of action" (A Grammar of 

Motives xxii). 13 By focusing on human discourse as a reflection of human motives. Burke 

.. placed symbolic action at the presumptive center rather than the periphery of human 

events": consequently, human discourse is no longer "derivative of human experience, but 

is I-. -I prior to it" (Woodward 23). Because humans arc "rotten with perfection.'' they 

seek the "common ground" that comes from "inhabiting, projecting. becoming. 

associating. I and I connecting" through verbal, visual, and physical discourses (I). 

This "means of inducing cooperation" is, for Burke. the definition of rhetoric. 1•1 As 

dclined in A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke's follow-up to A Grammar of Motives. rhetoric is 

the "use of symbols to induce action in beings that normally communicate by symbols" (A 

Rhetoric of Motives 162). Burke's scope of rhetoric includes any event in which there is 

persuasion. since where ''there is persuasion, there is rhetoric. And. wherever there is 

·meaning.· there is 'persuasion ... ( 172). For Burke. a theory of rhetoric ought to consider 

"the ways in which individuals arc at odds with one another. or become ident{fied with 

groups more or less at odds with one another'' (emphasis mine, 22). More than merely a 

"choice of vocabulary" ( 164), the scope of rhetoric includes those "fragments of dialectic" 

11 Burke's more widely known contribution to rhetorical theory is his theories on human motivation as a 
"dramatistic" pentad /\ pentad1c analysis encourages scholars to consider. as Burke notes. "the matter of 
11101 ives in a perspective that, bemg developed from the analysis of drama, treats language and thought 
primarily as modes of action"(/\ Grammar of Motives xxii). Burke's pentad examines specifically the act, 
scene. agent. agency, and purpose as constituting parts of the "underlying enigma" that "manifest[ s 1 itself in 
inevitable ambiguities and inconsistencies among the terms for motives"(/\ Grammar of Motives xviii). 11 

11 Rhetoric, for Burke, 1s one of the three "basic forms of thought.'' In Burke's/\ Grammar of Motives. he 
identifies the other basic forms of thought us "grammar" and "symbolic." 
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( 175) in which humans confront the means by which they arc ··universally at odds with one 

another .. ( 165 ). For Burke, as Foss. Foss. and Trapp explain, 

IR )hctoric docs not simply provide a name for a situation. It also represents 

a creative strategy for dealing with the situation or for solving the problems 

inherent in the situation. It gives us commands or instructions of some 

kind. Rhetoric, in other words. helps us maneuver through life, directs the 

movements and operations of life, and helps us feel more at home in the 

chaos of the modern world. ( 177) 

These symbolic attempts to overcome conflicts arc central to Burke"s definition of 

rhetoric. Rhetorical acts. then. arc opportunities in which individuals seek Hidcntification." 

According to Burke's discussion in A Rhetoric of Motives. identification occurs both on 

the conscious and subconscious level as humans identify like-with-like when forming 

communities, families. or tribes or when identifying food or danger. and they convey those 

identifications through verbal, visual, and physical means. Burke's theory of 

identification, then, is Uthe sum of the symbolic means" by which humans identify, 

cooperate, and divide (Bunn 13). As Burke explains, humans Hconfront the implications of 

division·· through the act of identification(/\ Rhetoric of Motives 22). After all, without 

division, there would be no need for identification: 

Identification is affirmed with earnestness precisely because there is 

division. If men were not apart from one another, there would be no need 

for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity. If men were wholly and truly of 
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one substance, absolute communication would be of man's very essence. It 

would not be an ideal, as it now is, partly embodied in material conditions 

and partly frustrated by these same conditions. (22) 

To borrow from Burke's discussion from A Grammar of Motives, identification becomes a 

rhetorical act when the symbolic "forms of talk about experience" shape humans' 

constructions of reality (317). 

Identification, then, is both performative and referential. Burke's focus is to 

explore the means by which language, as "reductive, abstractive, metaphorical. analytic. 

and synthesizing" symbols, shapes and constructs humans' understandings of their worlds: 

"For our concern is primarily with the analysis of language rather than with the analysis or 

·reality.· Language being essentially human, we would view human relations in terms of 

the linguistic instrument'' (Burke,/\ Grammar of Motives 317). /\s Burke explains: 

Not only docs the nature of our terms affect the nature of our observations, 

in the sense that the terms direct the attention lo one field rather than lo 

another. Also, many of the "observations" arc but implications or the 

particular terminology in terms of which the observations arc made. In 

brief, much that we take as observation about "reality'' may be but the 

spinning out of possibilities implicit in our particular choice of terms. 

(Language as Symbolic Action 46) 

In other words, language provides the means by which humans convey their thoughts. 

actions, emotions, and attitudes as they orient and adjust to specific situations (Foss, Foss, 

39 



and Trapp 177). Foss, Foss, and Trapp explain this relationship between language as a 

means for reflecting, selecting, and deflecting reality further: 

Words are important in their own right and not merely as names that convey 

information or stand for their counterparts in reality. In fact, not only docs 

Burke assert that words arc not only terms used to name things, but he 

reverses the equation and asserts that things are Hsigns" or words. We 

cannot look to reality to know what a word means; instead. we must look at 

language to sec what reality means. Words impose knowledge on us-they 

create a reality for us. ( 183) 

1 lowcver. as Burke notes, through the identification of like-with-like. the inverse of 

division is inevitable: "'In pure identification there would be no strife. Likewise. there 

would be no strife in absolute separateness[ ... ). But, put identification and division 

ambiguously together, so that you cannot know for certain just when one ends and the 

other begins. and you have the characteristic invitation to rhetoric .. (A Rhetoric of Motives 

25). While "'language and the negative 'invented' man," humans arc separated from their 

··natural condition by instruments of [their] own making''-spccilically. language 

( Language as Symbolic Act 9). David Blakesley explains that identification is both "the 

condition and aim of rhetoric, and with it, the corresponding division. The desire for 

identification I - .. 1 is premised on its absence, on the condition of our division from one 

another.·· After all, '"there would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim our unity I -.. l 

if we were already identical" (Blakesley 7). Identification and division, then~ arc two sides 
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of the same coin. A way of seeing is also a way of not seeing. Burke explains his theory 

of identification further when he writes: 

A is not identical with his colleague. 13. But insofar as their interests 

arc joined, A is identified with B. Or he may identify himself with B even 

when their interests arc not joined, if he assumes they arc, or is persuaded to 

believe so. 

Herc arc ambiguities of substance. In being identified with B. A is 

.. substantially one: with a persona other than himsel r. Y ct at the same time 

he remains unique, an individual locus of motives. Thus he is both joined 

and separate, at once a distinct substance and consubstantial with another. 

[ ... j To identify A with B is to make A '"consubstantial'· with B. 

Accordingly. since our Grammar of Motives was constructed about 

"substance·· as key term. the related rhetoric selects its nearest equivalent in 

the areas of persuasion and dissuasion, communication and polemic. (A 

Rhetoric of Motives 20-1) 

For Burke. this identification and consubstantiation acknowledges the function or 

rhetoric as '"necessary to any way ortife .. (A Rhetoric of Motives 21 ). Burke explains that 

"a way or life is an acting-together; and in acting together, men have common sensations~ 

concepts, images, ideas, attitudes that make them consubstantiat'· (21 ). In this discussion 

of rhetoric, then, identification and consubstantiality arc used synonymously lo define 

rhetoric as persuasion (Foss, Foss, and Trapp 174 ). Identification serves either as a "means 
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to an end," as an ''operation of antithesis," or to "persuade at an unconscious level'' ( 175 ). 

The first function of identification involves the identification of two individuals for the 

sake of reaching a common goal or mutually desired end. Identification through the 

"operation of antithesis" involves creating a sense of consubstantiality "among common 

entities on the basis of a common enemy" ( 175). 

Gary C. Woodward explains in The Idea ortdentilication that idcntilication "grows 

out of the need to overcome conllict, difference, division, and competition'' (28). Burke's 

theory emphasizes identification as the "primary mediating agent" in human experiences. 

Despite these "divergent attitudes and motives," idcntilication and division is necessary; 

otherwise. human behaviors arc reduced to processes without purposes (28). Because of 

such divisions. identification remains "a force" when humans lind "solidarity and 

community" in their oppositions with each other (29). In essence. idcntilication is as 

much a process as it is an outcome (5). 15 

The human necessity to use language to "form attitudes or to induce actions in 

other human agents'' (A Rhetoric of Motives 41) illustrates the foct that humans arc 

mhcrcntly divided, "dissociated," and "alienated" from each other by the ·•divisiveness of 

1~ Burke ' s identification docs not h1mt the scope of rhetoric to particular, selected genres of discourse, like 
Judicial. deliberative, or celebratory speeches; rather, Burke's "new rhetoric'' broadens the scope of rhetoric 
to all discourse that seeks identification (and, subsequently, division). As Burke explains in "Rhetoric- Old 
and New": "The key term for the old rhetoric was 'persuasion' and its stress was upon deliberate design . 
fhe key term for the 'new' rhetoric would be ' identification,' which can include a partially 'unconscious' 
factor in appeal. 'Identification' at its simplest is also a deliberate device, as when the politician seeks to 
identify himself with his audience[ .. ). But identification can also be an end, as when people earnestly yearn 
to identify themselves with some other group or other. Herc they arc not necessarily being acted upon by a 
conscious external agent, but may be acting upon themselves to this end. In such identification, there is a 
partially dreamlike. idealistic motive, somcwhnt compensatory to real differences and divisions, which the 
rhetoric of identification would transcend" (Burke 63 ). 
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the individual human organism, from birth to death" through the '"individual centrality of 

the nervous system" ( 130). While identification encourages us "to confront the 

implications of division" (22) and bring together ··a number of individual nervous systems, 

each with its own unique centrality" for the purposes of ·~cooperation and division" ( 130), 

humans arc inherently divided by their physical bodies. So, although humans use language 

so as to avoid or eliminate divisions, the necessity to connect through identification leads 

to more division. In terms of Disability Studies, for example, the idcnti fication of the 

disabled as ""other" means an acknowledgment or acceptance of '"sameness" in those 

considered nondisablcd. The process of identification by incongruity. in this case. relics 

on identifying oneself as ""nondisabled'. and rejecting any perceived --sameness .. with the 

disabled "other." 

Because humans arc divided through identification. Woodward calls for a more 

--nuanced view of identification that reaches beyond the idea of similarity'· (56) to consider 

instead .. the ways in which individuals arc at odds with one another or become idcnti lied 

with groups [that arc] more or less at odds with another'· (22). Through idcnti fication. 

humans have the potential to .. see a part of ourselves-our thoughts, actions. and 

fantasies-in the very human but less-than-ideal circumstances of others" (22). In other 

words. by exploring other's identifications (and divisions) and how those identifications 

reflect particular purposes and agencies, we arc able to understand the purposes and 

agencies in our own identifications (and divisions). Therefore, we idcnti fy in ourselves 

that which we observe in others. After al 1, "idcnti fications work by asking for heightened 
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awareness or by revisiting a feeling or state of mind we already know" (27). Or, as 

Woodward explains, ·"One could alternatively describe identification as the "replay" of a 

familiar ·tape,· or the match to a familiar form already in the memory" (I). As such, the 

act of identification is "a matter of clothing one's own views in a way that establishes their 

acceptability for others" (25). Woodward suggests that the act of identification ought to be 

considered as '-the conscious alignment of oneself with the experiences, ideas, and 

expressions of others: a heightened awareness that a message or gesture is revisiting a 

feeling or state of mind we already know" (5). 

An especially useful resource to understand the significance of identification in 

discourses, rhetorical analysis of identification enables scholars to explore .. latent 

meanings and smuggled assumptions'' (Woodward 27). Specifically. Woodward suggests 

that Burke's theory of identification divides how humans ••identify" into three categories 

that .. represent increasingly abstract realms of association" (29). The lirst----and simplest---· 

type of idcnti fication is the mechanical associations, or "linkage between a sign and its 

socially accepted meaning" (29). These signs and their referents arc "accepted without 

critical awareness" because they have "a familiarity that makes them second nature .. (29-

30). As Woodward explains, "Certain linkages have become familiar and mechanical" so 

that they arc rarely questioned or challenged as meaning anything other than what is 

accepted. While such identifications arc privy to rhetorical analyses, Woodward explains. 

·'To call these routine associations true elements of the process of idcnti lication is 

technically correct, but mundane, since the static nature of predictable usage is less capable 
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of producing the most interesting kinds of transformative moments" (30). Because these 

associations are commonly accepted, mechanical associations typically apply to a "lower

ordcr •identification or something than a higher-order 'identification with' someone" 

(Woodward 30). For example, a bed is typically identified as pertaining to sleeping, a car 

with transporting, and soap with washing. 

The second level of identification that Woodward assigns is analogical associations 

in which .. meaning is derived from moving a symbol from its common context to a more 

creative kind of reassignment" (Woodward 30). In this case, analogical associations ··shin 

(or smuggle) terms of magic into science, religion into commerce or (as in Marxist 

ideology) politics into history.•· As Woodward explains. '--We have a nearly limitless 

ability to reassign meaning to a subject by reclothing it in the language and context or 

another·· (30). Woodward, for instance, refers lo Burke's discussion in A Rhetoric or 

Motives on the emphasis of money and business as they relate to '--value." Specifically. 

Burke uses as an example the ways in which aesthetic value is attached to '-'-commodities": 

'fhe same admonition should be introduced with regard to our reservations 

on technologism, as it is manifested in the cult of manufactured 

commodities (the doctrine that might be summed up: ""It's culture if it's 

something you can buy"). [ ... ] [S]uch symbols arc not merely reflections of 

the things symbolized, or signs for them; they arc to a degree a transcending 

of the things symbolized. ( 192) 
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This .. creative reassignment" of technology with commerce reiterates just how the 

symbol can ~~transcend" that which it represents. Technology is not merely identified as a 

tool by which currents of energy arc transferred from one form to another but is identified 

as a life-changing, life-altering force that functions absent of human agency. Burke, for 

instance, commented on the seeming antithetic relationship between technology and 

rhetoric and noted that value is placed on the former at the expense of the latter: "Herc 

again we come upon the fact that our contemporary views of science arc dislocated by the 

failure to consider it methodically with relation to rhetoric (a failure that leads to a blunt 

opposing of science to either religion or ·magic') .. (J\ Rhetoric of Motives 162). 

Burke even discusses how the associative identification appropriated to medical 

technology illustrates the value placed on technological symbols. Burke encourages 

scholars to imagine (and examine) the '"scene·• of doctors' examining rooms and the 

technologies within them as rhetorical (J\ Rhetoric of Motives 171-2). For example, if a 

person is experiencing abdominal pain. he or she would visit a physician for treatment and 

would be examined in a room stocked with appropriate technologies for diagnosing and 

treating patients, like stethoscopes to check heart rate, sphygmomanomctcrs to measure 

blood pressure, ophthalmoscopes to view the retina, and otoscopes to sec inside the car 

canal. Ir, in regard to a patient with abdominal pain, the doctor suspected gallstones, the 

physician would require a C J\T scan both to diagnose the condition and to convince the 

patient that surgical treatment is necessary. It seems hardly likely that a patient would 

consent to major surgery on the verbal persuasion of the physician alone. In this case, the 
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ethos of both the physician and the technology used to diagnose and treat the patient is 

what ultimately convinces him or her to consent to surgery. 16 The values attributed to 

medical technologies illustrate their associated identifications for diagnosing and treating 

illnesses and diseases. Such associated identifications arc, perhaps, as rhetorically 

significant as the verbal discourses that occur within those onices. J\s Burke explains, 

We could observe that even the medical equipment of a doctor's office is 

not to be judged purely for its diagnostic usefulness. but also has a function 

in the rhetoric of medicine. Whatever it is as apparatus. it also appeals as 

imugery: and if a man has been treated to a fulsome series of tappings. 

scrutinizing. and listening. with the aid or various scopes, meters, and 

gauges, he may feel content to have participated as a patient in such 

histrionic action, though absolutely no material thing has been done for him, 

whereas he might count himself cheated if he were given a real cure, but 

without the pageantry. (A Rhetoric of Motives 171) 

Burke suggests that, in the case of physicians' examination rooms and laboratory facilities, 

the rhetorical effect is the combined verbal discourses of the doctor and the nonverbal 

associative identifications of the technology used to treat and manage care: "Considering 

I -1 the rhetoncal ingredient in medicine. we could sum up by the proposition that. in all 

16 L:xamplcs of thts value arc, likewise, illustrated in such scenes in which patients demand additional 
confirmation in the form of "further tests" when patients arc not entirely convinced solely by their 
physicians' expertise 
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such partly verbal, partly nonverbal kinds of rhetorical devices, the nonverbal element also 

persuades by reason of its symbolic character" ( 172). 

Finally. the third form of identification noted is the ideological associations that 

occur when Ha single superstructural association serves as a basis for relating di ffcrent 

concerns ·generically'" (Orcvac I 84). In other words, hVirtually any systemic account of 

social and institutional behavior functions as an ideology, especially if it makes claims to 

completeness .. ( Woodward 32). /\n example of this ideological identi lication might be the 

word .. liberal:· While the term denotes a political view that tends to favor some 

government control over national economy and social programs, the term has been 

ideologically associated by political pundits such as Ann Coulter and Rush Limbaugh as a 

pejorative term used to custigatc those who disagree with the Republican party's platforms 

and/or the Bush /\dministration·s policies. In recent years. the term is often used to attack 

someone as being an un-/\merican socialist who prefers expansive government oversight 

(and waste). While the term denotes a political ideology, its idcntilication in the public 

lexicon as overwhelmingly pejorative illustrates this ideological association. In short. 

··Jdcological associations •rename· by providing a coherent vocabulary of motives for 

a<.:tions that previously seemed incoherent .. (33). 

Identification through the Terministic Screen of Disability Studies 

IC us Burke argues, "literature [is] equipment for living" that constitutes our 

"'sociology of knowledge·~ (A Rhetoric of Motives 23), rhetorical analyses explore the 

rhetoric of motives as they arc constructed in, by, and through specific rhetorical 
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situations. These rhetorical situations illustrate a "shift to a grander order"-a shift from 

'"thoughts of one's own individual end to thoughts of a universal end [ ... that] even while 

acquiring greater resonance and scope" enable humans to "transcend too local a view of 

themselves" ( 16). In other words, audiences are identifying with spcci tic texts and ··the 

character of a surrounding situation" and, thereby, arc "translating one into terms of the 

other" (16). This "translating" leads to what Burke describes as "the sheer •identities· of 

Symbolic" (28). As Burke explains, 

[W]c arc in pure Symbolic when we concentrate upon one particular 

integrated structure of motives. But we are clearly in the region of rhetoric 

when considering the identifications whereby a specialized activity makes 

one a participant in some social or economic class. ··Belonging .. in this 

sense is rhetorical. (28) 

Likewise, rhetorical engagement enables subordinated groups to ··transcend .. the 

social injustices that have been committed against those who arc made into socicty·s 

'"scapegoats.'' Both the rhetorical act and the awareness of the rhetorical act through 

discourse analysis an opportunity for a scholar to examine the construction of certain 

Hrcalitics," realities that subjugate certain groups as subordinate to domineering majorities. 

Burke argues that the rhetorical act and the rhetorical analyses of such acts lead to changes 

in social conditions for all oppressed groups. As a result, oppressed groups arc able to 

··transcend" the social boundaries imposed upon them: 
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Any improvement in social status is a kind of transcendence. And where 

one is a member of an extremely underprivileged class f ... l, an individual 

attempt at the transcending of inferior status gets increased poignancy from 

the fact that, atop all the intensity of such effort in itself~ there is a working 

at cross-purposes. (A Rhetoric of Motives 193) 

Research into the identification of disability in contemporary discourses, 

specifically. encourages scholars to 44think beyond accepted dogmas and outside of 

available frameworks of analysis" and "to acknowledge that insurrection takes place, and 

must take place, through a diversity of modes, in varying intensities, and across a spectrum 

of social, political, cultural. economic, educational, and personal contexts'' (Tremain 22). 

As an emerging discipline. Disability Studies needs to be connected to major theorists and 

scholars to demonstrate the signi licance of the findings for audiences. Because rhetorical 

cnt1cism explores "the power of discourse to shape human thought and action.·· rhetorical 

criticism can identify and advocate for "changes in existing power imbalances and the 

'thscursivc regimes· that maintain them .. (Brueggemann and Fredal 135). After all, 

rhetorical criticism contributes to an increasing wealth of research that promotes the 

mission and goals of the ORM and invites both academic and general audiences to 

.. consider the able-bodied agenda lurking in the way we make meaning through so many 

crippling metaphors, in the way we compose and communicate that disables even as it 

1rnght be attempting to ·enable"' (Brueggemann, ct al. 369). Rhetorical theory, as "a 

practice and a tool for analysis, is well aligned [then] with the current direction of 
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disability studies" (Brueggemann and Fredal 135). Such analyses are important since 

scholars contribute to ··the ways in which ordinary language and assumptions adversely 

inform public documents. laws, organizational rules, cultural values, and so forth in a 

manner that perpetuates problematic constructions of disability" (Dunn and Lindholm 

171 ). 

While Burke's works have not been explored in regard to Disability Studies, an 

examination of these analogical and ideological associations in public discourses reflects 

the ways in which humans. as Burke notes, induce cooperation through idcnti ti cation and 

division, especially in public discourses like film and television. Specifically. Burke's 

concept of .. terministic screens .. offers a means for understanding how discourses arc 

presented to audiences through symbols that appeal to their social, political. cultural. and 

economic beliefs. In Language as Symbolic Action. Burke explains that terministic 

screens function as a sort of filter that "directs the attention to one field rather than 

another" (50). In other words, ""Even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, by 

its very nature as a terminology it must be a selection of reality; and to this extent it must 

function also as a deJlection of reality" (Language as Symbolic Action 45). 

No terminology can account for every possible meaning; therefore. any selection is 

a rejection of other choices. For Burke, those selections construct certain realities, and 

these "realities·• reflect particular "orientations" (Permanence and Change 88). Burke 

elaborates on these particular "orientations" as a kind of "perspective by incongruity.,. In 

Permanence and Change, Burke notes that these perspectives arc constructed through the 
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.. interrelation of analogy. metaphor. abstraction, classification, interest, expectancy, and 

intention" ( I 03 ). Perspectives, or orientations, arc constructed through ""a constant 

juxtaposing of incongruous words, attaching to some name a qualifying epithet which had 

heretofore gone with a di ffcrent order of names" (90). Burke revisits his theory of 

perspective and orientation in his discussion of terministic screens in Language as 

Symbolic Action when he writes: 

Not only docs the nature of our terms affect the nature of our observations, 

in the sense that the terms direct the attention to one field rather than 

another. (Butj, many <?(the "observations" are hut implications <?(the 

particular terminology in terms <?(which the observations are made. 

(emphasis in original. 46) 

Burke's discussion on terministic screens, Blakesley explains, is based on two main 

assumptions. First, .. our terms direct the attention and jump to particular conclusions. 

Film rhetoric-the visual and verbal signs and strategics that shape film experience

directs our attention in countless ways, but always with the aim of fostering identi ti cation 

and all that complex phenomenon implies'' (Blakesley 3). Second, Blakesley notes, .. Film 

theory -the mterprctative lens through which and with which we generate perspectives on 

film as both art and rhetoric-likewise functions as a terministic screen, filtering what docs 

and docs not constitute and legitimize interpretation and, thus, meaning .. (3). However, 

removing all screens is not possible because even a ""clear .. filter is still a filter that "directs 

the attention" by revealing through the deflecting: ""In bricC much that we take as 
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observations about 'reality' may be but the spinning out of possibilities implicit in our 

particular choice of terms" ( 46). Booth explains Burke's warning: "Each screen tends 

thus to distort the whole of things by exploiting a partial view that pretends to be the whole 

and that struggles to perfect itself by triumphing over all other views" (11 ). In other 

words, each screen adds another layer of complexity and contradiction, which is never 

clearly or completely resolved to the extent that even the analysis of the screen means 

another screen is layered onto the other ones, all which promote particular visions. 17 

Burke's "terministic screens" offer a particularly effective method for 

understanding the ways in which language shapes perspectives and motivations: in other 

words, terministic screens examine specific perspectives or angles of vision. However, 

such perspectives require an inclusion and exclusion, of sorts. Much of the "selected 

reality" and "deflected reality" depends on the language used. Through this process, Burke 

notes that one begins to sec how "much of our 'reality' could not exist for us, were it not 

for our profound and inveterate involvement in symbol systems" (Language as Symbolic 

Action 48). For Burke, it is not simply important to just study isolated language or 

communication irrespective of context and audience; rather, Burke is concerned with the 

ways in which the "speech about speech" shapes the context and audience. Animals use 

tools; however, animals do not use tools to construct their own realities and. in turn. to 

17 Burke's terministic screens, then, seem to present a rhetorical "rabbit hole'' or unending, unresolved 
meanings; however, the cager rhetorical scholar must remember that "skepticism. not resolution,'· is the aim 
of Burke's methodology (Coney 157). Still, this summary of Burke's theory ofterministic screens 
encourages scholars to "beware of the seductiveness of our own language as we promote the vision of any 
particular screen. We can almost convince ourselves of the perfection of our insights and reject all others.'' 
As such, "any screen is a distortion and any view promoted by the screen should be subject to intense 
scrutiny" ( 157). 
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shape the realities of other animals. Burke's terministic screens, then, are particularly 

effective because they allow scholars to look at conflicting motivating factors that shape 

•·realities." While ideas or motives might be perceived "as different 'objects' in different 

rclationship[s] to one another,[ ... ] there would be a very real sense in which they were 

motivated not identically but diversely" (Burke, A Grammar of Motives I 02). 

An analysis of the identification within selected terministic screens, according to 

Burke, offers scholars an opportunity to examine the attitudes of both those who 

"construct'' the screens and their intended audiences. 18 As Foss, Foss. and Trapp note. the 

relevance of Burke's delinition of rhetoric as inherently connected with identification 

includes "unconscious intent'' and "nonverbal clements that have meaning for an audience'' 

lk Documentar)' film scholar Bill Nichols discusses this point in his book Introduction to Docu1J_l~!.l~l!Y when 
he notes that documentary films as one kind of tcrministic screen present intended, unintended, and even 
conllictmg views that reveal also intended, unintended, and eonnicting meanings. While documentary films 
present scenes and sequences that "bear a highly indexical relationship to the events they represent," a 
documentar)' film - as a tcrministic screen- is "a creative treatment of actuality, not a faithful transcription 
of it" (Nichols 38). Such images, then, "as a whole will stand back from being a pure document or 
transcription of these events to make a comment on them or to offer a perspective on them·· (38). /\.s Nichols 
explains: "/\.s an audience we expect to be able both to trust to the indexical linkage between what we sec 
and what occurred before the camera and to assess the poetic or rhetorical transformation of this linkage into 
a commentary or perspective on the world we occupy. We anticipate an association between the recognition 
of historical reality and the recognition of a representation about it. This expectation distinguishes our 
involvement with documentary from our involvement with other film genres" (38-9) . 

The documentary film "conveys an informing logic, a persuasive rhetoric, or a moving poelics that 
promises information and knowledge, insight and awareness" (40). Because documentaries do not merely 
reproduce rcalit)', they arc a representation ofit that gives a specific perspective or point of view (<l3). 
Documcntar)' films arc, ultimately, rhetorical because of this perspective: "[W]c can say documentary is 
about the effort to convince, persuade, or predispose us to a particular view of the actual world we occupy'' 
(69). While the documentary film may entertain audiences, it docs so "in relation to a rhetorical or 
persuasive effort aimed at the existing social world" (69). The documentary film, as a tcrministic screen, 
conveys a logic that reflects the concerns, albeit directly or indirectly, of the filmmaker. Likewise, all 
discourses, including documentary films, function as terrninistic screens that seek both idcnti ti cation and 
division 
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( 180). 19 The connoted meanings illustrated in particular terministic screens are rhetorically 

significant because they often appear as literal, "naturalized" representations that reflect 

the world as it really is. Such illusions are powerful because they imply that particular 

screens arc purely literal and universal, rather than based on ideological assumptions and 

constructions. Screens that arc "naturalized" "make dominant cultural and historical 

values. attitudes and beliefs seem entirely 'natural,' 'normal,' self-evident. timeless. 

obvious 'commonscnsc'-and thus objective and 'true' reflections of 'the way things arc"' 

(Chane.lier 145). However, close readings of texts as terministic screens reveal that. as 

Burke notes. "seeing is also a way ·or not seeing" (Permanence and Change 49). 

Because analyses of tcrministic screens offer scholars a means for exploring 

rhetorical appeals in various discourses, Burke broadens the scope of rhetoric, not to "one 

111 Burke is concerned with the terms or the vocabulary used to select, rcncct, and deflect reality as well as 
construct it. An example of this is illustrated, for instance, in Burke's discussion on and concern for the 
"generalized other," like the Jew in Christian Venice or the African American man in America. Both 
examples from Burke's text illustrates how terms both reflect and construct reality: "I W le sec that Shylock 
la Jewish merchant vow mg revenge in Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice] would here use the 
advantages of vengeance itself as a kind of transcendence, a 'static' way of Ii fling himself above his 
disadvantages as a Jew while in the very same act he reaffirms his status. Such conflicts arc clearly 
'dialectical.· We arc beyond the purely positive level of vocabulary; we arc in the realm. not or knowledge. 
but or ideas and action. Hence, unless the terminology becomes ultimate, there is an unresolved, 
parliamentary jangle, a discordancy of connicting voices which at best could attain an uneasy compromise. 
and at worst arrive at the equating of vengeance with humility (which means, in sum, accepting the judgment 
of the opponent, and merely turning the tables against him). Shylock's 'vengeance' is but the most highly 
generalized statement of such a solution, which in each particular case calls for a joining in a conspiracy 
against the oppressor, in the hopes that eventually the roles can be reversed. [ ... J The 'humility' of such 
vengeance is in the acceptance of the opponent's judgment, in finally agreeing to let him set rules, and then 
aiming at advantage within the restrictions he has imposed. (A Rhetoric of Motives 194) 
Uurkc's emphasis on the rhetoric of the "generalized other" illustrates the social status of African Americans 
during Burke's early adulthood and illustrates how the rhetoric of the "generalized other enables "the 
member of a minorit}' to place his problem in a graded series that keeps transcendence of individual status 
from seeming like disloyalty to one's group status, and keeps the sufferance of one's group status from 
assuming some form of mere 'vengeance.' It allows the member of an underprivileged minority. for 
instance, to confront the world at once specifically and generically" (A Rhetoric of Motives 194-5). 
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particular address" but to, instead, "a general body of identifications that owe their 

convincingness much more to trivial repetition and dull daily [reinforcement] than to 

exceptional rhetorical skill" (A Rhetoric of Motives 26). Whereas traditional views of 

rhetoric were limited, for instance, to deliberative, forensic, and epidictic discourses. the 

scope of rhetoric now is "encroaching significantly on territory that once belonged 

exclusively to extended, reasoned discourse" (Brummett xii). As such. rhetoric must be 

.. conceptualized as the social function that influences and manages meaning." Brummett 

explains that this "premise is compatible with the study of the rhetoric of speeches and 

essays, but it also grounds a way of understanding rhetoric as a dimension or popular 

culture·• (xii). 

Rhetoric of Popular Culture 

Rhetorical inquiries into popular culture illustrate how the study of rhetoric must be 

reconceptualized as not merely the study of a specific kind of text but of '"a dimension of 

culture" (Brummett xiii). As such, rhetorical analyses of popular discourses explore 

.. culture [ as] a representation of reality" and consider culture to be .. a reflection of social 

and political struggle [ ... ] in its own right and not a reflection or superstructual symptom 

of real conflicts occurring elsewhere" (xvii). Rhetorical scholarship explores how 

"innocent enjoymentof popular culture is also participation in rhetorical struggles over 

how society will be ordered" (xiii). Specifically, as Harter and Japp explain, "Although we 

recognize cultural artifacts as presenting either fictitious or heavily dramatized accounts of 

real incidents, we nevertheless are susceptible to the definitions of reality, value systems, 
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power structures, and role relations we see imaged again and again in our entertainment" 

( 410). 

Therefore, close readings of popular culture empower "those who arc 

disadvantaged by rhetorical influences of which they have been unaware because those 

influences hide in seemingly innocuous artifacts of culture" (Brummett xiii). Because "the 

public participates in, or experiences, the rhetoric of popular culture," we must consider 

"the role of the rhetorical critic in studying that experience" (xxiii). For instance, films 

reflect and construct audiences' concerns and fears and instruct audiences how to respond; 

as Blakesley explains, films '"reflect their times, of course, but they also shape the 

sentiments of the public who view them, functioning both as symptom and (proposed) 

cure, as ideology and hegemony" ( 125). Specifically, films "serve ideological functions in 

the broader culture (as critique, as hegemonic force, as symptomatic) that can be analyzed 

as having a rhetorical function, especially to the extent that rhetoric serves as the means of 

initiating cultural and stabilizing cultural pieties" (5). Benson explains that popular 

discourses, like film, make the "private" both "public" and "popular" ( 130). As Benson 

explains, 

Our culture's notions of the public, the popular, and the private arc [ ... ] 

derived from situated practices and material circumstances. They are also, 

at least as they seem to present themselves to us, idealized abstractions, 

which may suggest that they are transcendent ideals. Particular instances of 

the public, the popular, and the private may seem to appeal to or operate 
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under the authorization of a (possibly counterfactual) ideal. There is 

probably no way of settling, by argument or observation, the proper balance 

between circumstantial and ideal, and in any case, the rhetorical critic is 

after a different sort of game. Our methods[ ... ] can examine the ways in 

which particular texts appeal to us to understand these issues in the context 

of a grounded narrative. These [ ... ] texts refuse to accept fully a separation 

among public, private, and popular, and in doing so they function not only 

as rhetorical appeals but also as a sort of implicit rhetorical thcologizing 

about American society. ( 141) 

Likewise, Burke's definition of rhetoric as identification offers scholars a means 

for exploring the Hpublic," Hmeta," and "ontological" narratives of disability. Public 

narratives arc those narratives attached to "cultural and institutional formations larger than 

the single individual" (Somers 619). Specifically, the most common public narratives 

about disability are typically the Hpersonal tragedy" stories; "medical narratives about 

'abnormality,' 'deformity,' 'rehabilitation' and 'adjustment"'; the Hshamc of the imperfect 

body" narratives; the "it's best if you conceal imperfections" narratives; the "dependency 

story" narratives; and the "lives not worth living" stories (Thomas 50). 

Metanarratives are those "master narratives" that are embedded into history as 

"sociological theories and concepts"-"Progress, Decadence, Industrialism, 

Enlightenmcnt"-that are translated into historical dramas of "Capitalism vs. 

Consumerism," "the Industrial vs. Society," and "Barbarism/Nature vs. Civility" (Somers 
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619). Thomas argues that these metanarratives are important because they '"underpin the 

disablist public narratives [ ... ] involving, as they do, the very demarcation of what it 

means to 'be impaired' (the social construction of impairment), to be a 'whole' or 'less 

than whole' human being, and thus to be an 'acceptable' member of the community" (50). 

Ontological narratives are "the stories that social actors use to make sense of.

indeed, to act in-their lives. Ontological narratives are used to define who we are, 

!which] in turn can be a precondition for knowing what to do" (Somers 618). 

These narratives illustrate the intersections and conflicts that often exist between 

the first-person experiences and public metanarratives. As such, conflicts between 

disability communities and society-at-large for equal care, treatment, accommodations. and 

respect falls under the realm of rhetoric. Audiences identify with the symbolic identities as 

they arc constructed in various texts; however, the consequence of this symbolic 

identification is division since we understand what something is by comparing it with what 

we identify it is not. For Burke, identification with and division between objects or 

individuals is, likewise, rhetorical because such acts involve understanding the symbolic 

associations that determine what something or someone is and is not: "We form selves or 

identities through various properties or substances, including physical objects, occupations, 

friends, activities, beliefs, and values" (Foss, Foss, and Trapp 174). Our attempts to 

recognize and reconcile our personal, public, meta, and ontological narratives as they 

shape our identities and values falls under the scope of rhetoric: "[I]nsofar as the 
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individual is involved in conflict with other individuals or groups, the study of this same 

individual would fall under the head of Rhetoric" (Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 23). 

For instance, mechanical, analogical, and ideological associations regarding 

physical, mental, and cognitive disabilities abound in popular media. An advertisement for 

survey on the popular social networking website Facebook illustrates an example of an 

analogical identification: "Your friends are retarded. Take this quiz and prove it." 

Likewise, an example of an ideological identification would include the controversial lines 

from Robert Downey, Jr. and Ben Stiller's film Tropic Thunder, which became one of the 

more popular catchphrases during the summer of 2008: "You went full retard. man. 

Never go full retard." Words such as ··retard,'' ""retarded,'' and ··tard" arc used pejoratively 

to denote behavior that is considered illogical, impulsive, and irrational. Such words arc so 

commonly used in public and personal discourses without forethought or afterthought that 

these terms have become, as Woodward noted, "second nature, accepted without critical 

awareness" (29). Descriptors such as "spaz," "spastic," "idiot," "moron," "imbecile," 

"gimp," '"gimpy," "lame," "crip," and "crippled" illustrate mechanical associations when 

these words are often used as referents to describe anything or anyone that is "broken," 

"'damaged," or simply not "normal." When the USA Today headline on December I, 2008 

reads, "Economy Cripples Galveston's Comeback After Hurricane Ike," audiences know 

without reading the article that the identification of the "economy" as "crippled'' means 

that the Galveston's infrastructures have been damaged, broken, impaired, halted, maimed, 
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or laid up by the devastation of Hurricane Ike. Because these mechanized associations are 

so common and familiar, these identifications are used without question or confusion. 

Likewise, identifications based on analogical and ideological associations of 

disability are common, particularly in media such as film and television. After all, both 

analogical and ideological associations offer "divergent routes to the same end, creating a 

new perspective that can alter a person's view of themselves in relation to their 

surroundings" (Woodward 34). For instance, physical, cognitive, or mental disabilities 

arc often used in films to help audiences identify specific characters as possessing specific 

spiritual or moral failings. In such cases, the analogical and ideological identifications of 

the disabled characters serve to reveal their moral and/or spiritual failings or to illustrate 

the unyielding compassion and resilience of their nondisabled caretakers. An example of 

this analogical identification can be observed in Tyler Perry's popular film, Diary of a Mad 

Black Woman in which the protagonist's physical injuries and disabilities serve to 

illustrate his moral and spiritual depravities. Specifically, in the film, Charles McCarter, 

an emotionally, physically, and verbally abusive husband and unscrupulously corrupt 

lawyer, leaves his wife of eighteen years for a younger woman. When Charles is shot 

while defending his equally immoral clients, his friends and family abandon him. Only his 

estranged wife, Helen, nurses him back to health. Through Helen's love, devotion, and 

forgiveness, Charles becomes a "changed man" in all possible ways and seeks God's and 

his wife's forgiveness. Throughout the film, Charles's physical recuperation is paralleled 

with his moral and spiritual rejuvenation. Despite a spinal cord injury that audiences 
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typically associate with lifelong paralysis and impairment, Charles is able to rise 

miraculously from his wheelchair and walk before the church congregation to "witness" 

God's restorative powers after he confessed and repented his sins. Charles even "testifies" 

before the church congregation when he lumbers slowly up to the pulpit that his body's 

physical limitations no longer reflect his moral failings. 

As such, Charles simultaneously illustrates the three most common stereotypes of 

the "'monstrous" or "villainous" disabled individual, as identified by Paul T. Jaeger and 

Cynthia Ann Bowman in Understanding Disability: Inclusion, Access, Diversity, and 

Civil Rights: one, Charles' disability serves as punishment for his immoral and illegal 

deeds; two, his disability leads to his increased bitterness toward his wife and friends; and, 

finally, it causes resentment between himself and others (Jaeger and Bowman 105). 

Therefore, the identification of disability as punishment becomes ideological when such 

idcntilications reiterate religious concerns for divine retribution and mercy. Aller all. the 

mechanistic identification of paralysis is, medically, the loss of muscle control; however, 

such identifications become ideological when they reflect assumptions or attitudes through 

socially constructed associations. Paralysis in the film, then, is identified both 

mechanically (audiences observe Charlie's limited muscle control in his arms and legs) and 

ideologically (audience observe how his paralysis reflects his physical and moral 

limitations). There is nothing inherently immoral in his paralysis; however, such 

ideological identifications are made by both the filmmakers and by audiences. Likewise, 

such identifications "mark" the disabled characters and differentiate them from their 

62 



nondisabled counterparts. Physical, mental, and emotional disabilities become the primary 

means of differentiating disabled characters from their nondisabled counterparts and the 

"impairment is made the most important thing about the person" (Shakespeare 164 ). 

Still, despite the research and scholarship regarding advancements in treatment and 

services available for those living with physical and mental impairments and diseases, 

'"('o)ur critical modes have failed to attend to questions of the utility of disability of 

numerous discursive modes, including literature" (Mitchell 19). In effect, the 

representation of disability in popular culture has led to a "failure to attend to disability's 

meanings in our critical models." Consequently. representations of disability arc "screened 

out of our imaginations even as we consume them" ( 19). An examination of these 

discourses reveals that supporters of the DRM and scholars of Disability Studies have valid 

reasons for their skepticism regarding the discourses that arc constructed and disseminated 

by those without disabilities. The concern is that, as Charlton notes in his book, Nothing 

About Us Without Us, such research "perpetuates outmoded beliefs and continues to 

distance research from lived oppression" (27). Charlton explains: 

Beliefs and attitudes about disability are individually experienced but 

socially constructed. They are, with few exceptions, pejorative. They arc 

paternalistic and often sadistic and hypothetical. When blatantly pejorative 

attitudes are not held, people with disabilities often experience a 

paradoxical set of "sympathetic" notions like the courageous or noble 

individual. (51) 
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For example, Charlton cites Benedicte Ingstad and Susan Reynolds Whyte's Disability and 

Culture as an example of one work in which the contributors seem to be completely 

··oblivious to the extraordinary poverty and degradation of people with disabilities" (27). 

Charlton acknowledges that while Ingstad and Reynolds' book contributes to an 

'"understanding of how the conceptualization and symbolization of disability takes place," 

the language and perspective employed by contributors "are still lodged in the past." As 

Charlton notes, "In the first forty pages alone, we find the words suffering, lameness, 

interest group, incapacitated, handicapped, [and] deformities. Notions of oppression, 

dominant culture, justice, human rights, political movement, and self-determination arc 

conspicuously absent" (27). 

These negative representations of the disabled appear also in film; however, 

disability is often reduced to "crude and unthinking distortions of disability" (Shakespeare 

171 ). Still, disabled characters in mainstream representations typically objectify their 

disabilities and distance the characters from the audience: 

Their particular impairment is made the most important thing about the 

person. The character usually slips into one of three major stereotypes: the 

tragic but brave invalid (for example, Tiny Tim); the sinister cripple (for 

example, Dr. No); or the "supercrip," who has triumphed over tragedy (for 

example, Helen Keller). The dominant plot devices often centre either on 

the desire of the physically impaired character forrevenge against the world 

(Freaks, Accion Mutante) or the attempt [to cure] the impairment, often 
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assisted by non-disabled teacher, doctor or therapist. The role of such 

characters and plots is to provide highly visual hooks, to engage the 

audience's interest, whether via sympathy or revulsion. The disabled 

character is therefore a means to an end, a vehicle through which the 

filmmaker can enable viewers to discharge emotion and become involved in 

the story. It is very rare for a disabled character to be featured who docs not 

have such a role: incidental disabled characters in other roles arc very 

infrequent, and in instances where disabled people arc seen as extras or 

background characters, this is intended to heighten an atmosphere of 

exoticism, perversion, evil or fantasy. (Shakespeare 164) 

Such negative representations also appear in television programming: Paul 

Longmore summarizes this point in "Screening Stereotypes: Images of Disabled People in 

Television and Motion Pictures": 

Segments about disabled people on magazine shows and newscasts 

frequently focus on medical and technological advances. They often 

present "human interest" stories about individuals with disabilities 

performing some physical feat to demonstrate that they are not 

"handicapped," only "physically challenged." One could argue that these 

features demonstrate that medical and technological innovations arc 

increasingly neutralizing physical impairments and "human interest'~ stories 

show that attitudes rather than disabilities limit people. But simultaneously 
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they reinforce the notion that disability is fundamentally a physical problem 

requiring a medical or mechanical fix. They also suggest that disabled 

people can best prove their social acceptability, their worthiness of social 

integration, by displaying some physical capability. Finally, these features 

also reiterate, with the active complicity of the disabled participants 

themselves, the view that disability is a problem of individual emotional 

coping and physical overcoming, rather than an issue of social 

discrimination against a stigmatizing minority. (74-5) 

i\s I .ongmorc concurs. •\Both fictional and nonfictional stories convey the message that 

success or failure in living with a disability results almost solely from the emotional 

l:hoiccs. courage. and character of the individual'' (72). 

Rhetorical analyses of these representations are significant, then, for understanding 

how "images create or dispel disability as a system of exclusions and prejudices" (Garland

Thomson 75). Rhetorical inquiry furthers the DRM's mission and the objectives of 

scholars in Disability Studies "to expose and critique the omnipresent stereotypes and 

negative metaphors of disability in our cultural heritage" (Poore 261 ). Poore elaborates: 

[I]n the last twenty years or so, the disability rights movement has created 

environments that enable just such cultural experiments in self-definition. 

New kinds of images are being created by writers, artists, film directors, 

dancers, actors, and cultural critics who are conscious of the socially 

constructed nature of disability ( e.g., Snyder and Mitchell). And these 
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representations call into question many of the fundamental assumptions 

about normalcy that seem to be such a natural part of much of our cultural 

heritage. (261) 

/\Her all. identification occurs when the representation meets the audiences· 

expectations for .. what" or ""how .. a disabled character ought to act: more specifically. 

public discourses shape audiences· understandings of health and disease. Garland

Thomson reiterates that .. all representations have social and political consequences:· 

notwithstanding those representations of disease. disability. and impairment in the broader 

culture (75 ). /\s the rcscnrch of Foucault. Garland-Thomson. and Davis (to name a few) 

illustrate. the identification and designation of .. disability" throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries functions to .. preserve and validate such privileged designations as 

hcauti ful. healthy. normal, fit, competent, intelligent-· all of which provide cultural capital 

to those who can claim such status. who can reside within these subject positions .. 

( Uarland-Thomson 75). 

Because .. disabled peoples· social invisibility has occurred in the wake of their 

perpetual circulation throughout literary history" (Mitchell 19). contemporary research into 

public discourses related to disability furthers "the process of dismantling the institutional, 

attitudinal. legislative. economic. and architectural barriers that keep people with 

disabilities from full pat1icipation in society" (Garland-Thomson 75). This point is 

reiterated by Tim Stainton in .. Identity. Difference and the Ethical Politics of Prenatal 

Testing:· in which Stainton argues that "any claims to essential concepts such as illness, 
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disease or genetic 'flaws' are not fixed universal truths but mediated through social 

discourse" (536). In essence, "meaning that is attached to [disability] in relation to identity 

or value is contingent and constructed" (536). Burke illustrates Stainton's claims 

regarding the significance of socially constructed identities when he discusses the ways in 

which identification relics on the use of the symbolic. Burke writes: 

Carried into unique cases, such concern with identifications leads to the 

sheer "identities" of Symbolic. That is, we arc in pure Symbolic when we 

concentrate upon one particular integrated structure of motives. But we arc 

clearly in the region of rhetoric when considering the idcnti Ii cation whereby 

a specialized activity makes one a participant in some social or economic 

class. "Belonging" in this sense is rhetorical. (/\ Rhetoric of Motives 28) 

In regard to the representation of disability and impairment in popular discourses. 

increased public interest in autism spectrum disorders (ASD), in particular. has occurred as 

a result of "celebrity clout, a huge increase in diagnoses, and the nature of the disorder 

itsel , .. (James). /\SD seem "ready-made for symbolic use•· in light of the autistic 

individual's inability to communicate and express emotions. 20 While representing "autism 

from the inside out may be more difficult on screen;· a review of films and television 

programs focused on ASD reveals that many have already tried (James). Specifically. the 

film Rain Man notwithstanding, over fifty-five Western feature films and made-for-

~" First coined by Swiss psychiatrist Paul Bleuler in 1912, the term "autism" (Gk. "autos," or "sell") 111 recent 
years has come to represent a spectrum of pervasive developmental disorders characterized in the DSM-IV
TR "by severe and pervasive impairment in several areas of development: reciprocal social mteraction skills, 
communication skills, or the presence of stereotyped behavior, interests, and activities" ("Autistic Disorder"). 
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television movies show autistic or "autistic-like" characters (Murray, "Hollywood and the 

Fascination of Autism"), with recent examples including What's Eating Gilbert Grape? 

( I 993). Forrest Gump (1994), Relative Fear (1994), Mercury Rising (1998), Down in the 

Delta ( 1998), Molly ( 1999), Zigzag (2001 ), I Am Sam (200 I), Bless the Child (200 I), 

Mozart and the Whale (2005), and Snowcake (2006). Likewise, numerous madc-for

tclcvision movies have featured autistic characters, such as Family Pictures ( 1993 ), 

David's Mother(1994), Under the Piano (1995), and Miracle Run (2004). Recent 

documentaries that have focused on the lives of autistic individuals include Errol Morris's 

First Person (2005), Autism is a World (2005), and Autism: The Musical (2007). 

Perhaps in light of the complexities and mystique of autism, American fictional 

Ii lms have introduced autistic characters whose abilities play instrumental roles: hO\\iCvcr. 

just as the autistic savant far from represents the "reality" of autism. autistic characters in 

lictional films have been "cured" (Molly), battled Satan (Bless the Child). been murder 

suspects (Relative Fear), solved crimes (Mercury Rising), committed crimes (Zig;,ag). and. 

literally, llown (The Boy Who Could Fly ( 1986)). Anthony D. Baker argues in 

.. Recognizing Jake: Contending with Spectacularizcd Representations of Autism·· that 

these films follow a typical narrative structure by introducing a cute, endearing, and 

vulnerable autistic character (with just enough autistic "mannerisms" to idcnti fy him or her 

as such for an uninformed audience), attempting to separate the autistic character from his 

or her caretaker and/or family, and, finally, endangering and rescuing the character Baker 

concludes that since films with autistic characters tend to "spcctacularizc'' the condition, 
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this common narrative structure perpetuates the condition's mystique for overwhelmingly 

uninformed audiences. 

However, when J\SD is featured or addressed in public and popular discourses such 

as television programming and films, the characters severely affected by autism arc 

typically positioned in supporting roles, and the narrative focuses, instead, on how those 

with ASD affect or influence the lives of other (nondisabled) characters. While recent 

films such as Snowcakc and Mozart and the Whale have featured adult characters living on 

the spectrum. most often, films and television programming about ASD focus on autistic 

children and ··the emotional toll a child with autism can take on a family and a marriage .. 

(James); for instance, the films Family Pictures, David's Mother. Mercury Rising. and 

Bless the Child feature autistic children whose disabilities arc presented as burdensome for 

the family. When presented more favorably, autistic children arc presented as a symbol of 

··unliltcrcd emotional honesty'' (James). When the "happy ending .. comes. finally. it is 

typically after an autistic child has made an "emotional connection .. with their parents or 

caregivers (James), as in the films Mercury Rising and Bless the Child. 

Autism has, likewise, become "spectacularized,'. as Michael Fitzpatrick notes in 

"The Trouble with Autism-Lit," with the recent emergence of autism as ''a fashionable 

subject in contemporary culture." In fact, some within and outside of the autism 

community have begun to speculate that many misunderstood scientists and artists of the 

past, like Sir Isaac Newton, Albert Einstein, Andy Warhol, and Bill Gates. were or arc 

autistic. Articles published in Time (Nash and Bonesteel), Newsweek (Cowley), and The 
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Economist (""Science and Technology: Pointing the Finger") have also fueled this recent 

interest in autism in contemporary culture. Still. the recent interest in autism has emerged 

over the past century, as Majia Holmer Nadesan explains in her article "Constructing 

Autism." Nadcsan argues that in the nineteenth century, "'the convergence of new ideas 

about childhood, new systems of surveillance, new expert authorities, and new institutional 

arrangements[ ... ] provided the conditions of possibility for autism to be identified, named 

and interpreted." Nadcsan continues. ""Toward the close of the twentieth century new 

institutional conditions, expert authorities, and systems of knowledge acted to shape 

further ideas about normality and pathology in the context of new "niche· conditions:· 

Nadcsan argues that medical and scientific discourses that identify and interpret autism 

have also led to its seemingly epidemic proportions in toward the end of the twentieth 

century. This .. classificatory looping effect;• in essence, constructs a condition based on 

specific diagnostic criteria medical and scientific communities can project onto individuals 

\\iho exhibit these specific tendencies. 

Nadcsan, Norden, Darke, and Murray each note in their respective works that an 

investigation into American popular culture reveals a society's ""current desires. anxieties, 

and opportunities for pcrsonhood in the twenty-first century" (Nadesan, "'Constructing 

Autism"). One pervasive on-screen desire often reflected in works that feature autistic 

characters is the belief or hope that autism is a condition that one can overcome, either 

through the sheer will and love of a parent or caregiver, through a shocking or traumatic 

experience, through divine or medical intervention, or by simply outgrowing it. However, 
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despite the recent interest in ASD as reflected in the number of iilms and television 

programs that feature autistic characters or focus on issues and concerns related to ASD, 

such media focuses ""intently on the way 'they' are like 'us,' [ ... and] may not do much to 

increase understanding of autism at all" (James). Such plot devices, though, arc only 

effective because they exploit a condition so widely misunderstood and, unfortunately. 

perpetuate society's anxieties regarding the cognitively disabled. 

While the general public has become increasingly interested in ASD. more critical. 

humanities-centered research is needed to explore how ASD arc presented and constructed 

in contemporary society. For instance, although over fifty-five films feature autistic or 

··autistic-like" characters. Lauri Klobas' book Disability Drama in Television and Film. a 

widely-noted bibliography of films and television programs with disabled characters. docs 

not reference one television program or film with an autistic character. In foct, autism is 

not even listed as a subheading under "Mental Impairment" despite the contemporary 

interests in and ample discourses about ASD in public and popular culture. The prevalence 

of public discourses about ASD in contrast to the lack of humanities-centered research 

illustrates Ferguson, Ferguson, and Taylor's argument: "Perhaps, the most pervasive, and 

yet the least recognized, context for disability is the cultural stew of images and 

stereotypes about disability that inevitably simmers on the back burner of cvcryonc·s 

consciousness as we make our way through life" (8). 
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Methodology 

As I noted earlier, scholars in the discipline of Disability Studies would benefit 

from the work of Burke, whose definition of rhetoric as "identification" offers nondisabled 

scholars a theoretical ""position" from which to engage in and contribute to research 

agendas that seek to further the objectives of the ORM. Investigations into various 

"tcrministic screens" through Burke's lens of identification enables scholars to explore 

how disability and impairment is discursively and rhetorically constructed while 

acknowledging and consciously seeking to avoid the objectified gaze or spectatorship that 

medical discourses typically appropriate. While Foucault's theories. as discussed earlier. 

offer ample theoretical resources for scholars to explore the discursive constructions or 

disability, Burke's theory of rhetoric as identification presents another scholarly approach 

that is relevant to research on the construction of and issues related lo cognitive 

disabilities. 

The purpose of this study, therefore, is to describe and interpret how those with 

/\SD arc identified in public and popular discourses using Burke~s definition of rhetoric as 

identification. Although the ""medical model" of criticism is "but one way (although the 

dominant way) to understand disability'' (Ferguson, Ferguson, and Taylor 7). humanities

based research agendas enable scholars to engage in other methods-like rhetorical 

analyses-to understand how disability is discursively constructed. The following three 

chapters of this study, then, will explore the rhetoric of identification in public discourses. 

The following chapters will explore a corpus of media texts to offer a "dialogic" reading of 
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texts in popular culture, including print and online news articles, television programs, 

films, and online websites and webblogs related to themes and topics related to ASD. This 

study's arguments will be illustrated, likewise, through close readings of onlinc texts 

posted by advocacy organizations such as Autism Speaks, Cure Autism Now, and the 

National Autism Committee. This study will also draw upon public discourses posted on 

You Tube and in public online biogs dedicated to autism-related issues. such as (but not 

limited to) Change.Autism.org and Autismvox. 

Specifically, the following chapters will summarize nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century research on ASD and will discuss Nadesan ' s theory of autism as a niche 

disorder specific to advancements in psychology and behavioral sciences. Then. this 

study will offer a rhetorical analysis using Burke's theory of identification to examine 

/\SD through the terministic screens of Disability Studies. Throughout this investigation. 

this study will argue that the identification of autistic individuals as living computers (i.e .. 

savants and cyborgs) reflects contemporary anxieties regarding advancements in science 

and technology. This fear of science and technology shapes how ASD arc diagnosed and 

the biological "treatments'" that arc touted as potential "cures" for AS D. 
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CHAPTER III 

IDENTIFYING AUTISM 

Throughout much of Western literature, there arc stories of nonverbal, wild 

children who exhibited many of the behaviors commonly associated with Autism Spectrum 

Disorders. During the Middle Ages, talcs were told of infants and children .. stolen .. hy 

fairies in the night only to be replaced with the offspring of elves, fairies, or trolls. 

Healthy, sprite, loving infants and children were replaced with ill-tempered, unpleasant, 

malformed, and unruly "changelings" who screamed, growled, bit, and clawed their new 

unfortunate parents. These changeling children "had an old, distorted face, a small or 

wizened body~ and dark or sallow skin, and was often backward in learning to walk or 

speak'' (Silver 60). Some two hundred years, the stories of "'feral children," like Victor. 

the ·•wild boy of i\ vcyron,'' Kaspar Hauser, and Hugh Blair of Borguc, circulated. While 

the myth of feral children suggests that these children-often found malnourished. dirty. 

nonverbal, and unsocialized-have been raised by animals, scourging for food, and 

walking on all fours, some scholars have argued that feral children arc instead autistic and 

had been abandoned by their parents out of fear, panic, or desperation. 

Whereas now scholars speculate that changeling and feral children were autistic, 

limited social understandings of disease and impairment have shaped, historically, how 

••idiots'' (those contemporary scholars would consider "non-verbal"), "imbeciles'' (verbal 

but illiterate), and the "feeble-minded" were identified (Silver 82). Sti 11, the identification 
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and remediation of cognitive impairments reflects the general public's anxieties, and an 

exploration of discourses in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reveals how the 

diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum disorders reflect contemporary research interests 

and anxieties. 

Constructing Autism in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 

In her 2005 book Constructing Autism: Unravelling the "Truth" and Understanding 

the Social, Majia Holmer Nadesan argues that while research suggests a biological and 

genetic component, autism is also socially constructed through its "identification, 

representation, interpretation, remediation, and performance." As such, constructions of 

autism reflect twentieth century advancements in medicine, psychology, and psychiatry 

(2); specifically, diagnostic criteria for ASD would not have been possible prior to the 

twentieth century since "standards of normality had [ not] been formalized and narrowed" 

(2). Only through the systematic standardization of pediatric screenings throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries could developmental disorders such as Autism, 

Asperger's Syndrome, Attention Deficit Disorder, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder be widely "identified, labeled, and therapied" (3). 

Specifically, Nadesan argues that the "idea of autism could not have emerged as a 

distinct disorder because within the diagnostic categories of the nineteenth century ( and 

earlier), autism was unthinkable" since scientific and medical taxonomies related to 

psychiatry, psychology, social work, and special education had not emerged until the 

twentieth century (Constructing Autism 3). As such, Nadesan argues that the "history of 
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autism must be contextualized within the evolution and transformation of medical 

practices'· that emerged during the early twentieth century (3). While Nadesan does not 

argue that there arc biological components to ASD, she argues that .. the matrices of social 

practices and institutions" that facilitated the identification and interpretation of the idea of 

autism were historically specific and rooted in interpretative paradigms of the ··new, early

twentieth century psychiatric model of the medical subject that centered on childhood 

psychopathology, personality, and social relationships/interpersonal dynamics" ( 4-5). 

Therefore, contemporary understandings of autism arc "partially rooted in 

nineteenth-century 'positivistic' thought" that positions humans as capable of identifying 

and understanding the laws of nature through '"detached empirical inquiry" (Nadesan, 

Constructing Autism 20). While "[p]ositivistic conceptions or medicine presume a mind

body dichotomy in which diseases arc primarily i r not exclusively located in the biological 

body and presume that each disease is caused by a specific and ultimately. identifiable 

clement," Nadesan 's book breaks from the empirical constructions of autism that 

predominate contemporary discourses and offers a humanistic approach into the 

identification and intervention of ASD (20). While Nadcsan acknowledges that autism 

spectrum disorders have biological components, she is "less concerned with the biological 

reality of disease than in the representational practices used to identify, diagnose, and cure 

iC (21 ). Although Nadesan's focus throughout her book is on the "constructton" of autism 

as a twenty-first century "niche" psychiatric and developmental disorder, Nadcsan argues 

that while "social beliefs, values, and institutions influence medical practice, .. much of the 
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discourses on autism rely on empirical, positivistic approaches to identification, 

interpretation, and intervention (21 ). Research by preeminent autism scholars Leo Kanner 

and Hans Aspergcr in the twentieth century, for instance, would not have been possible 

were it not for the nineteenth century's "new professionals," educators, child 

psychologists, cognitive psychologists, and social workers. 

Nadcsan argues, then, that social, economic, and political practices constructed 

medical taxonomies; specifically, historically entrenched ""psychiatric niche conditions" of 

neurosis-linked character types, schizoid and schizophrenic personality types, and 

personality theories first identified in the nineteenth-century enabled the identification of 

autistic behaviors during the twentieth century (Constructing Autism 38). For instance, 

\\hilc historians have noted that mental retardation and developmental disabilities were 

noted prior to the nineteenth century, the categories or distinctions were quite limited: 

Early pre-nineteenth-century Halienists" and neurologists did study mental 

disorders but they primarily focused on the most profound or unusual cases 

of mental illness and relied heavily on psychiatric taxonomies inherited 

from the Greeks that, by the enlightenment period, had been expanded to 

include the following categories: melancholy, paranoia, idiocy, amnesia, 

epilepsy, dementia, and mania. (32) 

Nineteenth-century innovations in psychiatric medicine "engendered new strategics for 

monitoring, dividing, and acting upon populations in order to foster and ensure social 

stability in a time of rapid urbanization and industrialization'' (31 ). In light or these 
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changes, psychiatric medicine "demanded intensification of efforts to identify and 

sequester the mad and fecbleminded" lest they stall social, economic, and scientific 

advancements of the era (36). 

Throughout the mid-nineteenth century, specific social, political, and economic 

practices led to the introduction of concepts of "normal," "normalcy," and '"average" in the 

English lexicon (Davis, ''Constructing Normalcy" 10). The emphasis on statistical 

norming led to the Hhegemony of normalcy" so that those with physical and mental 

deviances were viewed as defective (23). Those whose "deviant'' bodies and minds refused 

to conform to standards for what was ""average" or "normal" were identified as physical 

and mental aberrations and, as such, were economical and social liabilities: ··The emphasis 

on nation and national fitness obviously plays into the metaphor of the body. If individual 

citizens arc not lit, if they do not fit into the nation, then the national body wi II not be fit'' 

( 18). In order lo determine the "fitness" of the nation, those with diminished mental 

capacities were identified and distinguished as "simulative," "higher-grade." ··Iower

grade/' and "incurable" idiots (Trent 17). These medical categories emphasized ··a 

definition of idiocy that took into account not only its moral and functional dimensions. but 

also its pathological, typological, and degenerative properties" ( 16). As such, nineteenth

century psychiatry also began to associate with idiocy such "sins of the fathcr .. - and 

mother---as "intemperance, poverty, consanguinity, insanity, scrofula. consumption. 

licentious habits, failed attempts at abortion, and overwork in the quest for wealth and 

power" ( 18). 
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Considering that "the historical specificity of social understandings are always 

constituted in relation to unique historical economic and social conditions," the emphasis 

on child psychology, psychiatry, and child development throughout the nineteenth century 

facilitated "the idea of childhood psychopathology-particularly autism-[that] was 

contingent upon the emergence of social institutions, economic relations, and cultural 

value orientations" (Nadcsan, Constructing Autism 55). These interests in identifying, 

controlling, or rcmediating physical and mental deficiencies. likewise. contributed to the 

identification of ··autistic-like" behaviors during the early twentieth century (38). For 

example. during the nineteenth century, scholar Benedict Morel coined the phrase demence 

precoce to refer to manic or delusional episodes that first manifest during adolescence, and 

in 1893, German psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin expanded Morel's definition of clemence 

precoce to include dementia paranoids, simplex, and hebephrenia (childhood dementia), 

which he termed dementia praecox (38). In doing so, Kracpclin constructed new 

categorizes that differentiated between dementia praecox (now known as schizophrenia) 

and manic-depressive insanity (38). While Kraepelin identified dementia praecox as a 

strictly organic disease specific to the brain, in 1911, Eugene Bleuler reconceptualized 

de111e11tia praecox as a psychological disorder that "blended clements from Kracplin's 

biological psychiatry with aspects of Sigmund Freud's and Carl Jung's psychoanalytic 

approaches to mental illness" ( 40). As Nadesan notes, "Blculer believed that the 

(schizophrenic) autistic break with reality, coupled with the other disassociations or affect 

and thought, ultimately leads to dissolution of personality" (40). Bleuler's identification of 
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four psychological characteristics with schizophrenia-association loosening, 

ambivalence, affect inappropriateness, and autism-later proved instrumental in providing 

the framework of schizophrenia that both Kanner and Asperger used for their constructions 

of autism and autism psychopathology some thirty years later (39). 

The methods of identification and intervention of ASD reflect, likewise, the 

.. cultural practices and economy of [the] times" during the twentieth century (Nadesan, 

Constructing Autism 19). Namely, early twentieth-century scientific interest in studying 

.. natural'' childhood through empirical research and Sigmund Freud's theories on 

psychoanalysis profoundly impacted the "parameters of normality and abnormality in 

childhood 'development'" (68). Freud's work brought into focus Hthe inner psychic life of 

childhood, a state whose complexities and crises demanded careful parental care guided by 

professional experts" (42). The emergence of these professional Hcxperts,, in child 

development-pediatricians, child psychologists, and child psychiatrists--rcsultcd in a 

··mcdicalization of childhood,, in which psychiatric vocabulary and developmental stages 

were introduced into social services and popular culture (69). Popular publications such as 

Parents Magazine in 1926 and child development and psychiatry textbooks by Jean Piaget 

Oudgmcnt and Reasoning in the Child in 1924) and Leo Kanner (Child Psychiatry in 1935) 

examined "not simply cognitive norms of development but also on the development of 

normal affect and interpersonal relations in the context of family dynamics and school 

relations" ( emphasis in original, 69). 
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Freud's work in the early twentieth century, as well as the social emphasis on 

family dynamics, was especially relevant to the work of Kanner, Asperger, and Bettelheim 

later that century. Kanner's book, specifically, identified "autistic" characteristics as a 

unique disorder of affect and communication separate from childhood schizophrenia 

(Nadcsan, Constructing Autism 71 ). Kanner noted that while patients' schizophrenic 

symptoms actually worsen as they grow older, some children with "autistic" tendencies 

improved gradually as they matured; additionally, these "autistic" children tended to have 

demonstrated Han extreme aloneness from the very beginning of life" whereas 

schizophrenics tended to demonstrate average development throughout their early 

childhood (Kanner, HAutistic Disturbances of Affective Contact" 48-9). Kanner 

summarized these differences between autism and schizophrenia: 

While the schizophrenic tries to solve his problems by stepping out of a 

world of which he has been a part and which he has been in touch, our 

children gradually compromise by extending cautious feelers into a world in 

which they have been total strangers from the beginning. ( 49) 

While Kanner attributed both schizophrenia and autism to biological and environmental 

factors, he also observed that since "there arc very few really warmhearted fathers and 

mothers" of the autistic children, there must have been some sort of ''inborn autistic 

disturbances of affective content" (50). 

During this time, Hans Asperger, a pediatrician in Austria, also began studying 

more than two hundred children who presented an "inherent afniction of personality'· that 
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differed from schizophrenia. Unlike the children Kanner presented in his research, 

Asperger's patients were able to communicate verbally with others and demonstrate 

normal intellectual aptitudes, but they exhibited '"severe and characteristic difficulties of 

social integration" that overshadowed their "'high level of original thought and experience" 

(Aspergcr, H• Autistic Psychopathy' in Childhood" 37). In 44
' Autistic Psychopathy' in 

Childhood," Asperger presented four case studies of children whose unique behaviors and 

personalities made personal and social relationships exceedingly difficult. In his research, 

Asperger studied his patients' interests, family histories, behaviors. appearances. 

intelligence, and educational experiences to conclude that "the fundamental disorder of 

autistic individuals is the limitation of their social relationships" (77). Asperger argued 

that "the disorder affects expressive functions and intellectual performance" in early 

childhood and predicted that such peculiarities would continue to shape his patients' lives 

into adulthood (77). 

Like Kanner, Asperger noted that these children did not develop first normally only 

lo succumb lo complete psychosis during adolescence; additionally, these patients· 

personalities "'did not threaten disintegration" (Nadesan, Constructing Autism 75). Rather, 

Aspcrge(s patients exhibited "a pervasive but limited form of autistic withdrawal," not 

"f'ull autistic psychosis'" (75). Unlike Kanner's patients, Asperger noted that his patients 

communicated verbally, demonstrated remarkable intellectual abilities, and were highly 

aware of minute details and differences in their physical environments. While Aspcrgcr's 

patients' interests were limited to specific topics or subjects, patients had unique 
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personalities and special interests that distinguished them as individuals. Throughout the 

paper, Asperger's sincere interest and emphasis on the unique qualities and special skills of 

his patients, as well as the distinction between his patients and schizophrenics, is apparent; 

in fact, Aspcrger describes how many autistic individuals achieved professional success in 

"highly specialized academic professions, often in very high positions, with a preference 

for abstract content" (89). Asperger noted that, whereas many young people "choose the 

wrong job because, being equally talented in different areas, they cannot muster the 

dedication necessary to focus on a single career," autistic individuals, with ·'collected 

energy and obvious confidence," will proceed in their careers with ''a blinkered attitude 

towards life's rich rewards" (89). As Nadesan notes, Asperger remained optimistic that 

""this originality of experience, coupled with specialized interests in science or art, could 

lead to professional achievement in adulthood" (Nadcsan 75). 

As influential as Kanncr's and Aspcrger's works were for identifying and 

distinguishing autism as a childhood developmental disorder, Nadesan argues that it is 

important to note that "the emergence of autism as a diagnostic category in the 1940s must 

be understood in relation to a matrix of professional and parental practices marking the 

cultural and economic transition to the twentieth century" (Constructing Autism 19). As a 

result of .. increased social surveillance of children" in schools and clinics and the research 

produced and published by child development experts, the general public became more 

aware of mental health issues related to children; in all, the "sheer number of child experts 
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coupled with changing understandings about and valuation of mental health resulted in an 

explosion of psychiatric diagnoses" (71 ). 

Therefore, while Kanner and Asperger both stressed that a variety of genetic, 

biological, and environmental factors contributed to autistic behaviors, much of the 

research during the mid-twentieth century focused on Kanner's observation that autistic 

behaviors were related to some sort of "inborn autistic disturbances of affective content" 

since very few of the fathers and mothers of his patients appeared "warmhearted"' (Kanner, 

.. Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact" 50). As Nadesan notes, 

Frieda Fromm-Rcichmann's (1948) idea of the schizophrenogenic mother. 

coupled with the work of others such as Bettclhcim. Szurek. Blau. and 

Dcspart, led to the ascendancy of a purely psychodynamic approach to 

studying most forms of childhood neuroses, psychoses, and schizophrenia, 

including autism. (Constructing Autism 73) 

Specifically, from the 1940s until the mid- l 970s, "poor mothering and maternal 

absence" were considered the primary origins of psychopathology in children (N adcsan, 

Constructing Autism 97). Research by D. W. Winnicott in 1951 and Margaret Mahler in 

1952, for instance, argued that infants must learn to transition from "phantasy" to reality 

through breastfeeding in order to develop their own sense of self. The breast served as the 

first transitional object to which an infant learned to differentiate his or her own existence 

from an external reality. From the experience of breastfeeding, an infant would learn and 

accept that an external reality exists beyond him or herself~ an accomplishment that was 
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considered vital for the development of the infant's differentiate ego (Nadesan, 

Constructing Autism 95-6). A "good" mother's failure to foster and encourage 

differentiation of the ego would result in the infant's inability to develop an affective 

awareness of other human beings and would be autistic (96). 

Bruno Bettclheim appropriated Winnicott's and Mahler's theories of "good" 

parenting into a theory on the development of autism in his enormously influential 1967 

book The Empty Fortress: Infantile Autism and the Birth of the Self. As an "expert" 

columnist on child behavior for Ladies Home Journal, Bettelhcim ·s theories of autism 

.. simplified and/or adapted psychoanalytic ideas articulated by [Winnicott and Mahler] 

while blending them with ethological research and principles such as ·critical periods· of 

development" (97). Additionally, Bcttclhcim devised his theory of autism based on 

Kanncr·s and Aspcrgcr's descriptions of some autistic children's parents; specifically, 

Bettelhcim theorized that autistic children reject the world because they have been raised 

by parents with social inadequacies of their own. While Asperger noted that in evelJ' 

single case of the more than two hundred children he studied he was able to identify 

similar autistic-like behaviors in parents and relatives (Asperger 84), Bettclheim's theories 

seem to stem, particularly, from Kanner' s descriptions of these parents as humorless, 

introverted, formal, insensitive, obsessive, and '"impressed by seriousness and disdainful 

anything that smacks of frivolity .. (Kanner. ""Problems of Nosology'' 421 ). Especially 

relevant to Bcttelheim's theories are Kanner's observations that autistic children's 

withdrawal from the world seemed to be "an act of turning away from such a situation to 
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seek comfort in solitude" ( 425). For instance, Kanner even described on several occasions 

in his text how his patients' mothers seemed like "refrigerators"- "anxious to do a good 

job" as parents, even if this meant a "mechanized service of the kind which is rendered by 

an overconscientious gasoline station attendant" ( 424 ). Kanner even noted in a 1960 

interview in Time magazine that autistic children were "the offspring of highly organized, 

professional parents, cold and rational [who] just happened to defrost long enough to 

produce a child" (""The Child is Father"). 

Completely disregarding Kanncr's discussion on possible biological or 

neurological components to autism, Bettelheim singled out Kanner's emphasis on the 

children's parents' behaviors to argue that autism could be traced to inadequate 

··refrigerator" mothers' own kind of autistic withdrawal. As Nadesan explains, 

"Bcttelheim 's blend of psychoanalysis and ethological research constructed autism in 

relation to a frustration of the autistic child's 'strivings' for individuation (i.e., sense of 

autonomy) and object relations" (Constructing Autism 98). Specifically, Bcttelheim 

argued that if this relationship between the mother and her child did not develop normally 

during critical phrases of infancy, an infant would not find any satisfaction in the external 

reality and would retreat into his or her own fantasy world to find the satisfaction and 

comfort he or she had not received. Ultimately, a child would retreat into passivity and 

affective alienation when he or she learned that the external reality only brought further 
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frustration and dissatisfaction (Bettelheim 46).21 Bettelheim also predicted that autistic 

behaviors emerged during children's first and second birthdays because that was when they 

recognized themselves and others as individuals. However, if "during this period, the 

infant tries to relate to the other but finds him unresponsive, he [ or she] may give up trying 

to relate. But not having found the other, he [ or she] cannot find the set f either" ( 4 7). 

Because autistic children could not relate to others, they would withdraw emotionally and 

physically from the world and, eventually, from their mothers. 

While Bettelheim 's book became enormously popular during the 1960s in response 

to the popularity of behaviorist psychology and positivism, only during the past twenty

live years have researchers, psychiatrists, social workers, and parents been able to slowly 

discredit Bettelheim's theory autism as maternal neglect and abandonment (Nadesan, 

Constructing Autism 98). Still, Bettelheim 's work was well-received only because his 

work came at a time when empirical investigations of human behaviors appropriated from 

the natural sciences were dominant. Bettelheim's theory of the causes of autism as a 

reaction to a poorly developed ego was constructed by positivist, psychoanalytic thought or 

the mid-twentieth century. As Nadcsan explains, 

21 Specifically, Bettelheim writes: "Infantile autism [ ... ] stems from the original conviction that there is 
nothing at all one can do about a world that offers some satisfactions, though not those one desires, and only 
in frustrating ways. As more is expected of such a child, and as he tries to find some satisfaction on his own 
he meets even greater frustrations: because he neither gains satisfaction nor can he do as his parents expect. 
So he withdraws to the autistic position. If this happens, the world which until then seemed only insensitive 
now appears to be utterly destructive, as it did from the start to the child who succumbs to marasmus. But 
since the autistic child once had some vague image of a satisfying world, he strives for it--not through 
action, but only in fantasy. Or ifhe acts, it is not to better his lot but only to ward off further harm" (46). 
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Bettelheim blended his psychoanalytic appropriations with "scientific" 

findings from ethological theories very much in vogue in the 1950s and 

1960s. [ ... ] Thus, although, Bettelheim's text can be faulted for its gross 

simplifications, distortions, and eclectic appropriations, his --mother 

blaming" occurred in a popular and scientific environment already receptive 

to such arguments. (98-9) 

Not until Bernard Rimland's 1964 book Infantile Autism: The Syndrome and Its 

Implications for a Neural Theory of Behavior was Bettelheim 's theory of the "refrigerator 

mother" debunked and was autism identified as having biological, rather than emotional, 

origins. Rimland challenged the arguments and assumptions that autistic individuals did 

not have any physical or neurological abnormalities, that autism was the result of 

emotional neglect from caregivers, or that autism was "punishment" or "'retaliation" 

against indifferent or inadequate parents. Instead, Rimland made the case that autism was 

the result of many factors-some of which were biological. Rim land writes: 

1. Some clearly autistic children are born of parents who do not fit the 

autistic parent personality pattern. 

2. Parents who do fit the description of the supposedly pathogenic parent 

almost invariably have normal, non-autistic children. 

3. With very few exceptions, the siblings of autistic children are normal. 

4. Autistic children are behaviorally unusual "from the moment of birth." 5. 

There is a consistent ratio of three or four boys to one girl. 
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6. Virtually all cases of twins reported in the literature have been identical, 

with both twins afflicted. 

7. Autism can occur or be closely simulated in children with known 

organic brain damage. 

8. The symptomatology is highly unique and specific. 

9. There is an absence of gradations of infantile autism which would create 

"blends" from normal to severely afflicted. (Rimland 51-2) 

Rimland also distinguished autism from childhood schizophrenia22 and speculated 

that autism "could be understood in terms of an impairment of the ability to relate the 

current objects of sensation with what had been stored in memory" (93). This theory 

explained, then, why autistic individuals experienced difficulty in connecting objects with 

the words used to signify them. Additionally, Rimland's emphasis on understanding 

autism as a cognitive impairment proved crucial for behavioral approaches to treating 

autism ever since. 

Identifying and Combating Autism in the Late Twentieth and Twenty-rirst Centuries 

While much of the research during the twentieth century has debated whether 

autism was a biological disorder of the brain or metabolism, a psychological disorder of 

the ego, or a personality disorder, throughout the late twentieth- and early twenty-lirst 

·' 2 The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders continued to classify autism as a subcategory 
under childhood schizophrenia until the third edition (DSM-Ill) was published in 1980. However, the 
definition presented in the 1980 edition proved more appropriate to young children rather than older and 
''higher-functioning" individuals who demonstrated some, though rudimentary, social skills. The DSM-111-
R, published in 1987, attempted to address these concerns by defining ASD with a much broader view of the 
condition. Still, social impairments remain the common criteria for diagnosis (Voldmar and Klin 44). 
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centuries, research has focused on ASD as having biological, chemical and/or 

environmental etiologies. Such concerns were initially raised in 1985 when H. L. Coulter 

and Barbara Loe Fisher, co founder of the National Vaccine Information Center, published 

DPT: A Shot in the Dark, a collection of research that investigated the link between brain 

damage and the Diphtheria-Pertussis-Tetanus (DPT) vaccine. Coulter and Fisher's book 

challenged the medical community's disregard for children who had been "permanently 

injured by the whooping cough vaccine and left with medication-resistant convulsions, 

mental retardation, and physical handicaps" (3). Coulter and Harris also rebuked federal 

and state governments and heath agencies for 

aggressively promoting a vaccine they know to be highly reactive but 

foiling to organize a credible national adverse reaction reporting system to 

assess the true incidence of permanent vaccine damage; failing to conduct 

large-scale clinical tests for safety; failing to improve the laboratory tests 

for vaccine potency and toxicity; and ignoring information about vaccine 

reactions. (Coulter and Harris 3) 

Later in the 1990s, the conversation regarding the causes of and treatments for 

autism began to focus on ASD as a physiological reaction to specific environmental or 

chemical agents. In February 1998, British physician and senior scientific researcher 

Andrew Wakefield co-authored and published a widely circulated and highly controversial 

article in The Lancet that linked bowel problems in autistic children to their MMR 

vaccination. According to the article, twelve children, each '"with a history of a pervasive 
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dcn!lopmcntal disorder with loss of acquired skills and intestinal symptoms (diarrhea, 

ahdominal pain, bloating and food intolerance), were investigated" and found to have 

hchavioral problems linked with the MMR vaccine, according to claims made by the 

children's parents or by their physicians (Wakefield, ct al. 637). The article concludes that 

the researchers .. identified a chronic cnterocolitis in children that may be related to 

neuropsychiatric dysfunction." In most cases, the children's symptoms developed 

following their measles, mumps. and rubella immunizations (639). 

Wakefield and his colleagues argued in their research that after children in the 

study were injected with the MMR vaccine, .. the measles vaccine virus traveled to the 

intestine and caused infection and inflammation. Harmful proteins. now able to pass 

through a damaged intestine. entered the bloodstream and eventually the brain. causing 

autism .. (Oflit 20-1 ). The conclusions drawn from the research, however, caused the most 

controversy. and in the following weeks, Wakefield spoke publically against the MMR 

vaccine. arguing that the MMR vaccine needed to be separated into three separate 

vaccinations .. al no less than one-year intervals'' (qtd in Deer). Wakefield, then, made an 

impassioned pica on behalf of parents of autistic children: '"One more case of [autism] is 

too many. It ·s a moral issue for me and I can't support the continued use of these three 

vaccines given in combination until this issue has been resolved'' (qtd in Deer). However, 

British pharmaceutical companies did not produce the vaccines individually; therefore, 

"Wakefield was effectively recommending that children not be vaccinated .. (Offit 22). In 
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light of Wakefield's public criticisms of Britain's vaccination schedule, Wakefield was 

asked to resign from the Royal Free Hospital in December 200 I. 

More claims of ethical misconduct by Wakefield came in 2004 when l3rian Deer 

published in The Sunday Times evidence that at least four of the parents of children 

involved in Wakefield's study had been in litigation proceedings against vaccine 

manufacturers. Additionally, Wakefield did not disclose that he and the Royal Free 

I lospital received financial incentives to assist in research for the litigation proceedings 

( I kcr). \Vhi le \\lake field claimed that his autistic patients were referred to him in his 

d inil:. Deer· s research indicated that ··lawyers had referred patients to Wake lie Id. ,vho then 

laundered their stories into a medical publication, grossly misleading the reader~' (Offit 38). 

Following Dcer·s report, ten of Wakefield's twelve co-authors and the editors of 

Ibc I .ancet retracted Wakefield's study. and in September 2005~ the General Medical 

t'ouncil (GMC). Great Britain's agency that is responsible for licensing and monitoring 

physicians. charged Wakefield with professional misconduct (Offit 52-3 ). Subsequently. 

the GMC permanently revoked Wakefield's medical license in England on the grounds 

that 

[Wakefield] called for a boycott of MMR without clear evidence that the 

vaccine caused harm; recruited children to his study through anti-vaccine 

pressure groups; retained and used human specimens without consent: 

failed to answer questions from the government's chief medical officer 

about the source of his funding; subjected children to .. unnecessary and 
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invasive medical investigations"; and gave five pounds (ten dollars) directly 

to children attending his son's birthday party to collect their blood. (53) 

Wakefield's ethics were challenged, again, when in October 2006, Deer published 

evidence that Richard Barr's law firm, who was representing five out of eight autistic 

children and their parents in a civil suit against the pharmaceutical companies that 

produced and distributed the MMR vaccine in Britain, had received $20 million from 

Britain's Legal Services Commission to support a case against the MMR vaccine. 

Wakefield, himself, had received more than $800,000 to support his research from (Offit 

4 7). Finally, in early 2008, Wakefield acknowledged in a hearing before the General 

Medical Council that his research was ethically flawed and that his "understandings" were 

··,\--rong" {'4MMR Doctor Admits Ethics Failing"). 

Despite the fact that Wakefield's study's implications were drawn solely from 

parents' observations, and further research has never shown a conclusive link between the 

MMR vaccine and the onset of autistic children's neurological symptoms, the damage was 

already done as vaccination rates declined steadily in the United Kingdom in the years 

following the publication of Wakefield's study (Ross). In fact, while Wakefield"s 

research investigated the findings in eight children, future epidemiological studies of 

millions of children in Finland, Boston, California, Atlanta, Denmark, and Japan found that 

children who received the MMR vaccine were not more likely to develop autism (Offit 42-

3 ). As Offit explains, Wakefield's claims that the MMR vaccination caused autism Hdidn ·1 

hold up" for several reasons ( 43): First, research showed that children who were 
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vaccinated for measles, mumps, and rubella as three separate injections were not less likely 

to develop autism. Second, while only one child in Wakefield's study had bowel problems 

before their vaccination, if a leaky gut were the cause of autism in children, "bowel 

symptoms should have preceded, not followed, the first symptoms of autism" ( 44 ). Third. 

"if autistic children had leaky guts, then their stools should have contained large amounts 

of proteins normally found in the blood," although this was not the case. Fourth. while 

Wakefield argued that the MMR vaccine overloaded these children's developing immune 

systems, the virus proteins in the MMR vaccine are significantly smaller than the proteins, 

for instance, in small pox vaccinations (a single small pox vaccination has two hundred 

proteins in comparison to the twenty-four in an MMR vaccine). If "immunological 

overload" did lead to autism, as Wakefield claimed, the "fewer immunologic challenges in 

modern vaccines" would results in a decrease in autism diagnosis rather than the current 

"epidemic" touted in the media ( 45). 

Still, in the years following Wakefield's initial report in The Lancet. various media 

outlets around the world "trumpeted" the supposed connection between autism and the 

MMR vaccine. As Onit notes, journalists Melanie Phillips of the Daily Mail, Lorraine 

Fraser of the Sunday Telegraph, and Heather Mills of Private Eye each wrote of 

unscrupulous drug companies influencing government health officials. Wakefield was 

presented as "the hero of the story, a man of the people, willing to confront forces bent on 

crushing him" (Offit 56). Wakefield even testified before a United Stated congressional 

hearing in April 2000 and appeared on 60 Minutes in November 2000. However. media 
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exposure, especially in the United States, failed to identify or explain the faulty science 

behind Wakefield's research. · 

In 2005, concerns regarding the link between autism and vaccinations shifted focus 

from the MMR vaccine's connection to gastrointestinal problems to the preservative 

thimcrosal and mercury poisoning. David Kirby, a regular contributor for The New York 

Times and The Huffington Post, published his controversial book Evidence of Hann

Mercury in Vaccines and the Autism Epidemic: A Medical Controversy about the 

connection between thimerosal-containing vaccines, mercury poisoning, and autism. 

Thimerosal, a mercury-based preservative used in vaccines, has been used in vaccines 

since the 1930s to preserve the sterility of the vaccine during production and distribution. 

According to Kirby, it is suspicious, then, that "'the first case of autism was not recorded 

until the early l 940s. a few years aficr thimerosal was introduced in vaccines·• (xv). Kirby 

argued that, while mercury-free, alternative preservatives were been developecL they were 

not used because testing and FDA approval was too cost prohibitive (xv). Kirby also 

asserted that the government failed to respond to the demands by advocacy groups such as 

Safe Minds (Sensible Action for Ending Mercury-Induced Neurological Disorders) out of 

fear that any documented association between thimcrosal and neurological damage would 

jeopardize the U.S. National Immunization program (xv). 

Throughout his book, Kirby chronicled the work of Safe Minds' founders Lyn 

Redwood, Sallie Bernard, Liz Birt, Albert Enayati, Heidi Roger, and Mark Blaxill from 

1993 lo 2005 as they worked to raise awareness to what they believed was an autism 
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epidemic caused by mercury poisoning from childhood immunizations. Still today, Safe 

Minds claims that vaccination manufacturers and the FDA have neglected to acknowledge 

or study the toxicity of ethylmercury or thimerosal in vaccinations, and while thimerosal 

manufacturers have evidence of preservative's toxicity, they have never disclosed it. 

Additionally, Safe Minds argues that the FDA has never reviewed the use of mercury in 

vaccines even after requiring its removal from over the counter products; the FDA and 

CDC has failed to monitor the introduction of new vaccines containing thimerosal to the 

immunization schedule; the CDC has failed to monitor the safety of vaccines all the while 

purchasing vaccines for resale and promoting immunization policies and schedules; and. 

finally, all research studies conducted or funded by the CDC that dispute any correlation 

between autism and vaccines have demonstrated poor design, were underpowered, and 

were fatally flawed (Kirby 266). Kirby concludes his book by predicting that uutism rates 

will continue to rise around the world because of the reliance of poorer nations on 

inexpensive vaccines supplied by U.S. manufacturers: 

If thimcrosal is one day proven to be a contributing factor to autism, 

and if U.S.-made vaccines containing the preservative arc now being 

supplied to infants the world over, the scope of this potential tragedy 

becomes almost unthinkable. 

The United States, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, is not 

exactly the most beloved nation on earth. What if the profitable export of 
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our much vaunted medical technology has led to the poisoning of hundreds 

of thousands of children? What then? ( 418) 

While Kirby notes that his book is not "an antivaccine book" and that it should not 

be Hviewcd as partisan in nature" (xiv), Kirby's book has been enormously controversial 

and widely criticized. Dr. Michael Fitzpatrick criticized Kirby's book in the May 14, 2005 

edition of the British Medical Journal for his biased journalism that only propagated 

conspiracy theories based on junk science-theories that have "diverted scarce reserves of 

energy and research funds into the pursuit of implausible hypotheses'' and fostered 

"unwarranted animosity against immunisation authorities and vaccine manufacturers" 

(Fitzpatrick 1154). Since the initial publication of Kirby's book in 2005. cpic.lcmiological 

studies have failed to confirm what Kirby and others have suggested: that autism develops 

as a result of chemical or environmental harm. Instead, epidemiological studies have 

shown that if autism were caused by thimcrosal, the rates of autism would be substantially 

much higher than the current figures suggest. As Offit explains, 

Problems caused by vaccines as rare as one in 10,000, one in 25~000, or one 

in 100,000 have been readily detected by epidemiological studies. If 

autism, a disease that affects one of every 150 American children, was 

caused by thimerosal, epidemiological studies would have found it. Instead, 

after examining the records of hundreds of thousands of children, 

investigators working in both North America and Europe couldn't find any 

evidence of a relationship between thimerosal and autism. It wasn ·1 that 
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their studies were poorly designed or that they had been part of a vast 

international conspiracy to hide the truth. They couldn't find a relationship 

because it wasn't there to be found. ( 111) 

Besides the absence of epidemiological studies linking autism with acute chemical 

causes, Offit also notes that the singular presence of mercury does not necessarily mean a 

person has been damaged or will have adverse reactions. Humans arc exposed throughout 

their daily lives to small amounts of mercury, as well as many other heavy metals 

including lead, cadmium, arsenic, beryllium, and chromium. However, Offit stresses that 

it is not the mere presence of these metals in the body that causes harm but the dosages; in 

fact, the amount of mercury in vaccinations is miniscule in comparison to the amount of 

mercury that the typical child will ingest during their first two years. As Offit explains, 

A typical breast-fed child will ingest almost 400 micrograms of 

methylmcrcury during the first six months of life. That's more than twice 

the amount of mercury than was ever contained in all vaccines combined. 

And because the type of mercury in breast milk (methyl mercury) is excreted 

from the body much more slowly than that contained in vaccines 

( ethyl mercury), breast milk mercury is more likely to accumulate. ( 114) 

Of course, Offit is not suggesting that breast milk is dangerous; instead, this only means 

that "anyone who lives on the planet will consume small amounts of mercury all the time .. 

(114-5). In other words, the mere exposure to mercury docs not necessarily prove to be 

"evidence of harm." 
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Still, suspicions that linked autism with some sort of chemical or environmental 

harm continue, and in December 2006, President George W. Bush signed into law the 

Combating Autism Act. which allocated $101 million dollars toward autism-related 

research and services. The bill also earmarked $15 million for autism "surveillance and 

research" and another $5.9 million specifically for research on identifying risk factors for 

ASD ("Fact Sheet: Combating Autism Act of 2006"). While the original bill included 

provisions for intensifying biomedical research into environmental causes of ASD, parents 

and advocacy organizations lobbied successfully against such provisions by arguing that 

autistic individuals do not need to be assaulted; rather they deserve accommodations. Still, 

Cure Autism Now co-founder Jon Shestack hailed the bill as "a federal declaration of war 

on the epidemic of autism" since this legislation "creates a congressionally mandated 

roadmap for a federal assault on autism" (qtd in "Cure Autism Now and Autism Speaks 

Applaud Approval of the Combating Autism Act by United States House of 

Rcprcsentati ves "). 

Still, the debate as to whether ASD reflect biological or chemical harm continues. 

In fact, in January 2008, Safe Minds and the National Autism Association recommended in 

their strategic plan before the National Institutes of Health (NIH) that the NIH 

"acknowledge autism as a national emergency," ""recognize that ASD is in fact an epidemic 

and not simply a relabeling of disorders that have a consistent incidence throughout 

history," '"shift research focus from genetics to environment," "develop a leveraged 

research agenda," "view autism as a dynamic disease process and amenable to treatment,'' 
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'"reclassify autism as a multi-organ disease of the whole body rather than as simply a 

psychiatric syndrome," and "broaden disciplines conducting autism research" by focusing 

on neuroimmunology, gastroenterology, endocrinology and toxicology ("Comments 

Solicited by the NIH IACC for Strategic Planning for Autism Research" 1-2). The 

strategic plan also recommended that the NIH: "Identify the environmental factors that 

increase risk for pervasive developmental disorders (POD) and might give rise to subtypes 

of PDDs, depending on the exposure, exposure interactions, timing, and individual 

genetics"; "Identify genetic vulnerabilities to environmental exposures, for example, from 

the environmental genome project that would be of particular relevance to autism"; 

Conduct research into the "cumulative and synergistic effects of multiple exposures"; 

"Conduct studies of the rate and severity of ASDs by geography, and link these geographic 

areas to databases of pollutants"; "Conduct cell culture studies among autistic and control 

lymphocytes after exposure to thimerosal and other relevant chemicals to which autistic 

children are exposed"; and "'Pro-actively encourage vaccine research" ( 4-5). 

Just as importantly though for this study is that these emphases on possible 

biological and chemical contributors to autism imply, as Nadesan notes. that .. a visual

spatial-topological autistic center" exists (Constructing Autism 20). Current research 

seeks to hidcntify the particular forms of brain chemistry, or neural-anatomy, or genes" in 

hopes that the identification of "the etiology or etiologies of autism will enable researchers 

to find ways of 'normalizing' autistic people through various possible interventions 
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including, but not limited to, gene therapy, pharmaceuticals, and dietary interventions" 

( 139). As Nadesan explains, 

"[A]utism" as an epidemic has [ ... ] captured the public imagination as a 

disorder that is regarded simultaneously as both threatening and fascinating. 

Therefore, exploration of the social conditions involved in the production, 

interpretation, and remediation of autism is important not only for people 

intimately involved with autism, but also for those interested in how social 

institutions such as medicine, psychology, and psychiatry, and even the 

popular media, constitute and shape our ideas about normality and 

difference in the context of economic and political environments. 

(Constructing Autism 3) 

Even with the enormous interest and research surrounding ASD, Nadcsan urges 

scholars to consider understanding ASD in terms of the "matrix of practices that mark late

twentieth century and early-twenty-first century life" (Constructing Autism 19). As 

Nadcsan notes, "environmental discourses play an important, although somewhat marginal 

role, in explaining and preventing disease at the end of the twentieth century" ( 4 ). 

Contemporary understandings present autism as a '~definitive entity whose origins can be 

found in faulty genetics, neurological impairments, or impaired biochemistry" (20). But, 

such representations of autism "implicitly [invoke] a model of medicine in which disease is 

ontological, a thing in itself, which can be distinguished from the afflicted patient whose 

ontological status is unrelated to the disabling disorder" (20). Such reductive explanations 
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of autism fail to account for the "complexities, interdependencies, and sheer contingencies 

of our environment" that affect human beings ( 144 ). These constructions of autism as the 

result of biological or chemical harm argue that "genes and brains can be productively 

understood using a mechanistic and closed system approach characterized by reductionism 

and linear causality" (139). In essence, twenty-first-century research on ASD appeals to 

desires of "genetic determinism" by "reducing complexity and hints at the possibility of 

future control" ( 144-5). 
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CHAPTER IV 

IDENTIFYING THE LIVING COMPUTER: 
THE AUTISTIC INDIVIDUAL AS SAVANT AND CYBORG 

As described in the previous chapter, Nadesan argues that research throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries shaped how autism spectrum disorders were 

identified, theorized, and treated. An extension ofNadesan's theory to present day 

discourses illustrate that, just as nineteenth-century discourses revealed contemporary 

public and academic anxieties, rhetorical analyses of the identification of the autistic 

individual as living computer (i.e., savant or cyborg) reflect contemporary anxieties of 

biological or chemical banns, despite overwhelming scientific research that has 

discredited any correlation between ASD and biological or chemical hann. As such, the 

identification of the autistic individual as living computer is still popular because such 

identifications offer simplistic metaphors for understanding the complexity of ASD and 

reiterate audiences' fears of supposed correlations and/or causations between ASD, 

vaccines, and thimerosal. 

Identifying the Autistic Individual as Living Computer 

Perhaps one of the most common questions that autistic individuals and parents of 

autistic children hear when they disclose that they or their children are autistic is: "Oh, 

like Rain Man?" A close second is: "What special talent do you/they possess?" Such 

questions seem reasonable considering the plethora of special interest stories featured 
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in newspapers, magazines, television programming, and film. After all, some autistic 

individuals do have extraordinary spatial aptitudes that preclude them to astonishing 

mathematical abilities, and some autistic individuals' echolalic abilities are so 

extraordinary, they can repeat verbatim and at-length detailed conversations they have had 

and specific passages they have read some days, months, and even years before.23 With 

such extraordinary abilities, one might think that autistic individuals arc some sort of 

human calculators or walking dictaphoncs. 

Aller all, the identification of the autistic individual as a "living super computer" 

seems appropriate considering the public and scholarly perceptions of the autistic as the 

.. person alone.'' The Greek root of the word "autism," autos, first coined by Swiss 

psychiatrist Paul Bleuler in 1912, means "self.'' Likewise, some thirty years later. what 

Kanner identified as a common behavior among the children he studied was their "inability 

to relate themselves in the ordinary way to people and situations from the beginning of 

23 Echolalia, "the most common form of unconventional verbal communication," occurs because autistic 
individuals typically experience "significant difficulty developing spontaneous, generative language skills" 
(Stokes). Echolalia reflects how autistic individuals process information "without processing the individual 
words that comprise the utterance." In processing the unanalyzed in whole utterances of verbal information, 
many autistic individuals process "part of the context in which these words were stated, including sensory 
and emotional details. Some common clement from this original situation is then triggered in the current 
situation which elicits the [autistic individuals'] echolalic utterance" (Stokes). For instance, in the 
documentary Autism: the Musical, which chronicles the story of several autistic children involved a theater 
production about autism, one fourteen year-old girl, Lexi, engages in echolnlia when she repeats most 
questions posed to her in a "sing song" or high pitched tone. For instance, when her mother asks her. "How 
do you feel about Coach E?" Lexi responds, "How do I feel about Coach E?'' Her mother, then, repeats the 
question in a different way: "Can you type [on the computer] how you feel about Coach E?" And, Lexi 
repeats. "Okay, I can type how I feel about Coach E." However, rather than answering the question by 
typing the response, Lexi types, "how I feel about Coach E." Lexi also docs not appear in the film to 
spontaneously prompt or reciprocate conversation with others. Considering the intonation of Lexi's speech, 
her echolalia, and her lack of spontaneous discourse, it might be easy to sec how the metaphor of the autistic 
individual as living computer would find its way into the discourses about autism. 
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life" ( 41 ). This inability to connect or respond in "ordinary ways" to other individuals 

leaves the autistic individual as seemingly alone and without the cognitive abilities to 

"relate" to other people or situations throughout their entire lives. As Kanner observed: 

[These children's] parents referred to them as having always been "self

sufficient"; "like in a shell"; "happiest when left alone"; "acting as if people 

weren't there"; "giving the impression of silent wisdom"; ''failing to 

develop the usual amount of social awareness"; "acting almost as if 

hypnotized."[ ... ] There is from the start an extreme autistic aloneness that, 

whenever possible, disregards, ignores, shuts out anything that comes to the 

child from the outside. ("Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact"" 41) 

Asperger, likewise, described autistic children as outsiders living "alone in the 

world." The autistic individual "dwells among people as if a stranger" and demonstrates a 

Hdisturbance of the lively relationship with the whole environment" (78). Aspcrger noted 

that the autistic individual "is not an active member of a greater organism which he is 

influenced by and which he influences constantly" (78). Asperger even described one child 

as "like an alien, oblivious to the surrounding noise and movement, and inaccessible in his 

preoccupation" (Asperger 78). 

Autism scholar Uta Frith reiterates this identification of the autistic individual as an 

Houtsidcr" and draws parallels between autistic individuals and living robots when she 

writes that as "a metaphor for autism, robots serve well in many respects" because autistic 

individuals commonly engage in repetitive, stereotyped movements and appear to others as 
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lacking emotional expression and "spontaneous playfulness" (27). Frith continues, "The 

robot metaphor symbolically captures the coexistence of the physical and intellectual 

achievements of individuals with autistic disorder and, in sharp contrast, their perceived 

emotional insufficiency in personal relationships" (28). According to Frith, "Like autistic 

people, early robots have no sense of humor," "are utterly literal in their understanding," 

and "are untouched by all that matters in ordinary human relationships" (26). Likewise, 

autistic individuals, like robots, "can speak, but fail to communicate" (29). Frith argues 

that both autistic individuals and robots reflect the "theme of the intelligent but soulless 

automation" ( emphasis mine, 29). After all, "predictable behavior is computer-like; 

randomness is human" (Menzel and D' Alusio 24). 

In fact, prominent autism scholar Simon Baron-Cohen identifies this perceived 

inability to comprehend and predict others' "random" behaviors as a primary characteristic 

of ASD in his influential work on autism, Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory 

of Mind. Baron-Cohen first coined the term "mindblindness" during the 1980s as a way of 

explaining his hypothesis that autistic individuals lacked the ability to "mcntalize." This 

"mindblindness" accounts for the ability of autistic individuals to "attribute mental states 

to others to predict their behavior" (Frith 80). Baron-Cohen's widely popular theory on the 

social and communication challenges autistic individuals experience argues that humans 

have developed a "theory of the mind" to understand and predict their own and others' 

behaviors in order to communicate beyond just "decoding speech". Rather, a theory-of

mind enables humans to "go way beyond the words we hear or read [ and] to hypothesize 
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about the speaker's mental states" (Baron- Cohen 27). An awareness of others' thought 

processes enables individuals to monitor the "informational needs of the listener" by 

"judging what the listener may already know or be ignorant about, and what information 

[the speaker] should supply so that the listener will be able to understand the message." In 

other words, to effectively convey meaning, an individual must "monitor whether the 

meaning of an utterance has been received and understood as he or she intended it to be, or 

whether rephrasing is required to resolve ambiguity" (29). Baron-Cohen hypothesizes that. 

for autistic individuals, the four components in the human brain that make up the "human 

mindreading system" (31) have been damaged or underdeveloped (Frith 77). As a result, 

because a certain amount of "mindreading" is important for social interaction, behavioral 

prediction, and communication, autistic individuals are "blind to their own past thoughts 

and to other people's possibly different thoughts"; as such, "their world must be largely 

dominated by current perceptions and sensations" (82). According to Frith, autistic 

individuals are perceived to not be "automatically programmed to think about mental 

states, or to ' mentalize. '" Specifically, "people with autism cannot really imagine what it 

is like to automatically focus attention on people and constantly think about their mental 

states'' (79-80). 24 Because the ability to think about one's own and others· thoughts is 

24 Three common experiments illustrate the theory of"mindblindness" in children: "The Sally-Anne 
Experiment," "The Pencil and Candy Box Experiment," and "The False Photograph Experiment." In all 
three experiments, children's abilities to predict others' thoughts arc determined. For example, in the 
experiment with Sally and Anne, children arc told a story about Sally, who has a basket, and Anne, who has a 
box. Sally puts a marble into her basket and walks away. While she's gone, Anne takes the marble out of 
the basket and puts it into her box. The child is then asked where Sally ought to look for the marble when 
she returns. A ncurotypical child would respond that Sally ought to look for the marble in her basket because 
that is the last place she put it. The ncurotypical child would recognize that Sally's thoughts arc different 

108 



essential to human communication, human culture, and human civilization, "the 

mindblindness hypothesis has enormous implications for the diagnosis and treatment of 

autism. It can also provide a framework for a deeper understanding of the social and 

communication impairments in autism" (96-7). 

Autistic Savants 

The most common identification of the autistic individual as living computer would 

be autistic savant, an individual with an "islet of outstanding skills in one area," which can 

include calendar calculation and/or musical or artistic competence, "often in the presence 

of modest or even low general intellectual ability" (Hill and Frith 282). Autistic savants 

typically possess perfect pitch or extraordinary artistic talents, like Nadia, an autistic and 

mentally challenged three-and-a-half year old who draws natural scenes from memory with 

"astonishing lifelike perspective and [does] so 'spontaneously' without any training or 

without even passing through the usual scribble stage" (Snyder and Mitchell 387). One 

explanation for autistic savants' extraordinary abilities is that they have "privileged 

access to lower levels of 'raw' information" (388). While most individuals have access to 

the same "lower level" information as autistic savants, autistic savants arc able to access it 

in ways most cannot; therefore, autistic savants arc able to "tap into something that is in us 

all, but which is not normally accessible" (388). Another explanation for savant syndrome 

is that autistic savants experience heightened "eidetic imagery" and "visual-image 

from her own. However, autistic individuals-who arc supposedly "mindblind"-would have Sally look for 
the marble in the box because that was where Anne put it. Autistic individuals would not, in theory, be able 
to take Sally's perspective into account and would say the marble is in the box because that was the last place 
they saw it (Frith 84). 
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memory" (Treffert, "An Unlikely Virtuosos" 32). The primary differences between eidetic 

imagery, or "the ability to retain a visual image long after viewing a scene or object," and 

visual-image memory, or "the ability to scan quickly and retain detailed information," is 

that eidetic imagery is intricately detailed and remains for a few minutes and then fades 

away. However, the visual-image memory "provides an exact mental picture that can be 

summoned repeatedly over a long period" (32). Together, autistic savants are able to not 

only retain detailed information but also store it in their long-term memories for future 

recall. Perfect pitch, extraordinary artistic abilities, extraordinary memories, unusual 

sensory discriminations of smell and touch, and exceptional time-keeping abilities 

reinforce the perception that autistic savants are able to "tap something that is in us all, but 

which is not normally accessible" (388).25 

While scientists have speculated as to the neurological causes for savant syndrome, 

it is exceedingly difficult to study autistic savants because of the rarity of the condition. 

While only two to three percent of the population has some type of cognitive disability, 

only .06 percent of those possess some kind of extraordinary ability (1-Iermelin 17). In 

fact, while some experts speculate that ten percent of the autistic community is believed to 

25 Neurologists are also interested in the relationship between the structure and development of the human 
brain and the occurrence of savant syndrome; specifically, neurologists arc interested in deficits of the cortex 
of the left and right hemispheres (Treffert, "An Unlikely Virtuoso" 33). While scientists have not argued that 
autistic savants have deficiencies in only the left or right hemisphere, research has indicated that "savants 
tend to be deficient in functions largely governed by the left hemisphere: the use of language, and other 
logical, conceptual, or abstract skills" (33). One theory is that sometime between the tenth and eighteenth 
week of fetal development, an injury of some kind to the left hemisphere causes the right hemisphere to 
overcompensate such that "a substantial left-to-right defection of neurons can occur" (34). It is also during 
this time that the brain is flooded with testosterone caused by the formation of the testes and the testosterone 
slows the growth of the neurons in the left hemisphere in some fetuses (34). 
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possess savant skills (Hill and Frith 282), others argue that really one in two hundred 

autistic individuals possess some type of genuine talent (Hermelin 17). 

Despite-or because of-the rarity of savant syndrome, Western media has focused 

much of its interest in ASD on the autistic savant. The most iconic identification of the 

autistic individual as living computer is autistic savant character Raymond Babbitt, made 

most famous by Dustin Hoffman as in the 1988 film Rain Man.26 Throughout the film, 

Raymond demonstrates extraordinary abilities: he memorizes and recites with the same 

efficiency passages from Hamlet and the phonebook; computes lengthy mathematical 

equations with both efficiency and precision; and as a "calendar calculator," identifies the 

day of the week a person was born based on his or her birthday and year. Audiences were 

fascinated by the intellectual perplexities of autism and charmed by Babbitt's simple, 

child-like disposition. While fourteen films prior to Rain Man featured autistic characters 

(Bee),27 none of the films' autistic characters resonated with audiences like Raymond 

Babbitt did, who became the symbolic representation of autism for audiences unfamiliar 

with ASD.28 Following Rain Man's theatrical release, audiences were instantly intrigued 

26 The film merges the "buddy" and "road trip" genres into a story about an autistic man who, alter inheriting 
three million dollars from his deceased father, travels from Ohio to California with his neurotypical brother, 
Charlie Babbitt, played by Tom Cruise. Initially, Charlie finds Raymond's behaviors odd, eccentric, and 
irritating; for instance, Charlie struggles to understand and cope with Raymond's obsessions with rules and 
sameness, as in the case when Raymond refuses to go outside in the rain or when Raymond obsesses with 
wearing boxer shorts bought at the K-Mart store on 400 Oak Street in Cincinnati, Ohio. 
27 The fourteen films prior to l 988's Rain Man that featured autistic characters arc Change of Habit ( 1969), 
Run Wild Run Free ( 1969), A Day in the Life of Joe Egg ( 1971 ), Brother Carl ( 1971 ), Silence (Crazy Jack & 
The Boy) ( 1974), A Circle of Children ( 1977), Cube ( 1977), Lovey: A Circle of Children Part 2 ( 1978), 
Being There ( 1979), Son-Rise: A Miracle of Love ( 1979), Touched by Love ( 1980), The Pit ( 1981 ). The 
Boy Who Could Fly (1986), and Child's Cry (1986) (Bee). 
28 Babbitt's character was, actually, a composite of several real-life savants, some who arc autistic and some. 
like Kim Peck, who are not. Peek, whose own story is featured in the book The Real Rain Man, can recite 
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by a character who could count 246 toothpicks in three seconds but could not rationalize 

how much a candy bar cost. Rain Man won four Academy A wards for Best Picture, Best 

Director, Best Original Screenplay, and Best Actor. The film was also recognized by the 

Golden Globes, The Writer's Guild of America, The Director's Guild of America, and The 

People's Choice Awards ("Rain Man," IMDb). The film earned $172,825,435 during its 

theatrical and VHS/DVD release and was named the top grossing film of 1988 ("Rain 

Man," Allmovie.com). 

Still, the film has become both a blessing and a curse for some outspoken members 

of the autism community. Specifically, the film's popularity and critical acclaim led to an 

increased public awareness of autistic behaviors. This "Rain Man Effect" led to an 

increased awareness and diagnosis of autism in children who "in previous years had been 

misdiagnosed as 'mentally retarded' or 'psychotic"' and were soon diagnosed as autistic 

(Meredith). In fact, Graham Lawton attributes the so-called "autism epidemic" in part to 

the popularity of Rain Man, as audiences became more aware of autistic-like behaviors. 

While Rain Man introduced ASD to otherwise unfamiliar audiences around the world, the 

film presents several troublesome arguments: First, autistic adults-even "high 

functioning" autistic individuals like Raymond Babbitt-arc unable to live independently 

and require institutionalization throughout their lives, and, second, ASD and "savant 

syndrome" are synonymous conditions. Even though general audiences may believe that 

the contents of the 7,600 books he has read in his lifetime. Peek, who is neither autistic nor institutionalized 
like his on-screen persona, travels the world and interacts with audiences while sharing his abilities and 
experiences in television and magazine interviews (Trcffcrtt, The Real Rain Man). 
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all nutistic individuals have some sort of suvunt-likc ability and eighty to ninety percent of 

all suvunts urc ulso diugnoscd with some form of uutism (Hermclin 47). the likelihood of 

an autistic individuul also possessing suvunt-like abilities is only. at best. one in one 

hundred (I lill und Frith 282). 

Populur media hns furthered the misconceptions of the mutual exclusivity of autism 

and savant syndrome. For instunce. the uutistic savant chnructer nlso appears in I larnld 

Becker's I <)98 thriller MerctJO' Hising,, in which Bruce Willis pluys /\rt Jeffries. a 

renegade. deeply-troubled FBI agent who must protect Simon I ,ynch. a nine year-old 

autistic hoy who .. deciphered a messnge written in the most sophisticated 4-:ode th'-' world 

hns ever known:· The "Mercury" code. according to the lilm. was established during the 

Reagan administration by the nutional security agency to protect 1\mcrican informants 

working for foreign governments. The impcnctrnhlc code was put in pu1.1.lc maga1,incs to 

determine if it was "geek proof." If someone could read the code. he or she were instrm:tcd 

to call a 1-800 number for a free magazine. In just seconds of looking at the puulc/codc. 

Simon cracks it and calls the number. Once the director of the top-sccn.·t goYcrnmcnt 

agcm:y, the N.S./\. ("No Such Agency"), Lt. Col. Nicholas Kudro\\· (played hy ,,\lcr 

Baldwin) learns of the breach. he orders the child executed by goYcrnmcnt assassins. 

When Simon's parents arc killed. Jeffries is called in to find Simon. and soon the tw(l arc 

nn the nm from the Chicago police and from the FBI. who hclicYc Simnn killed his parents 

following an episode of "delusional paranoia .. (Mercury Rising). Simon"s cxtraordim,Q 

abilities hut lack of cognitive awareness mark him as a threat to national security. and 
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Simon, nnd his parents, must be killed to protect hundreds of (normul) American 

servicemen und women. 

Autistic Cyborgs 

Another common mnnilcstution of the autistic individual ns living computer is the 

autistic cyborg. The .. cyborgtt ,,,part-humnn. part-mnchinc ,, ,, ,is a "hybrid of machine and 

organism. a crcnturc of socinl reality as well ns n crcnturc of fiction" ( I larawny 149). As 

hybrid humans that arc both organism and machine. the cyborg is a late twentieth century. 

post-Second \\lorld Wnr construction who is "enhanced by or a.,· i/'hy electronic or 

electromechanical devices·· (emphasis mine. Menzel 234 ). In science fiction discourses. 

the term "cyborg" refers to un "integrated synthesis of organism and machine into a hybrid 

system" (Gunkel 334). The cyborg operates "on triple levels of metaphor. fantasy. and 

literal being" ( Burman 175) who, us a "simple controller," possesses "informational 

interfaces including computer networks. human-computer communications. vm;cinations 

and the technical manipulution of genetic information" (Oehlert 113 ). The idcntifkation of 

the autistic individual as living computer becomes more problematk since such 

representations seem similar to descriptions of the Hcyhorg"~ as Gunkel explains. 

The cyborg is not just an enhanced or augmented human being . ft is 

simultaneously tll(ll'C and less than what hns been traditionally defined as 

human. It is the product of an erosion of the concept and dclinition of the 

human. ( ... J For this reason. the cyborg is neither human nor its 

dialectically opposed other. that is. that in opposition to which the concept 
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of the human has been initially defined and delimited ( i.e .. the animal and 

the machine). (335) 

Identifications of mllistic individuals as "cyhorgian:· what with some autistic 

savants· extraordinary intellectual abilities und their perceived lack of human emotion. 

demonstrate Gunkel's claim thnt "the cyborg constitutes not merely a subject of fontasy. 

hut also a contemporary social reality" (332) such thnt the identification of the autistic 

individual as living computer presents for many audiences a representation or the 

postmodern cyborg that uppcars in contempornry science fiction. By identifying the 

autistic as almost "computerized." the autistic individual becomes almost a "conceptual'· 

((iunkcl 334) or "cultural" cyhorg (Brasher 813). 

The identification of the nutistic individual as living computer is not reserved only 

for those representations of muthcmatical geniuses. "calcndnr calculators.·· or video game 

"cyborgs": rather. the idcnti tication of the autistic inuividual as living computer. the 

autistic brain as computer. and autism as computer glitch seem to he common rhctorirnl 

tropes used in various media describe for audiences how the autistic mind seem to work: 

for instance. as special cJucation teacher Phyllis Lillie describes when teaching her autistic 

child: "I thought of it ( her child·s autistic brain) lik<! a com1mt<!r. You need to install the 

operating system before you cnn nm any solhvarc. UAP {University Affiliated Program I 

installs the Windows program. From there, we can install the other software .. ( emphasb 

mine. qtd in Ridder). For Jason Mosheim. working with autistic adults requires therapists 

to understand that therapy "is like rewriting code around bad code in a computer program" 
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( emphasis mine). In the cnse of these two examples, therapies serve to rewire or .. reboot" 

an uutistic individuuls' improperly functioning bruin. 

Similurly. on the Nntionnl Autistic Society website, Jusrninc Lee O'Neill describes 

her mind ns working much liken computer: "I live inn home within myself f ••. ). I enrich 

my world nnd record duln and encounters in my mind like " ,.,,,,,,,,,,,,,.. ·· Ami. faic ( 'hen 

explnins on the website inutistic.c<_m): 

Autistic children cnn lcurn socinl skills like: " c..'omJmft.'r r111111i11g a program. 

Following orders without undcrstnnding. rclnting feels like n burden rather 

tlmn ns n plcnsurc. Without instincts to guide them, they rely on hnhit nnd 

(limited) experience. ( ... ) Without the nbility to enjoy whnt life brings them. 

they remnin unhuppy nnd frustruted with life. (emphasis mine. Chen) 

Temple Grandin. likewise. describes her mcntnl processes in terms of machines. 

mcdrnnisms. computers. and electronics in her hook Thinking in _ f>kturcs: 

I think in pictures. Words nre liken second lnngungc to me. I translate hoth 

spoken and written words into full-color movies. complete with sound. 

which run like a F( 'R tape in my head. I, .. f My imagination works like tht' 

computer graphics program.,· that created the lifelike dinosaurs in Jurassic 

Park. When I do an equipment simulation in my imagination or work on an 

engineering problem, it is like seeing it on a vidcolupc in my mind. {3-5) 

Grandin describes herself as programmed to compile, store. and access raw data. She 

processes the world as bits of information that must be retrieved and contextualized later 
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so as to cr.:atc u comprehensive nnd cohesive .. picture." Grandin notes in un interview 

with Oliver Sucks in t\n Anthronologist on Mars that .. she feels that there is something 

mechanical ahoul her mind. and she olicn compares it to u computer. with many clements 

in parallel (a parallcl-distrihutcd processor. 10 use the lechnicnl term). seeing her own 

thinking us ·computution· nnd her memory us computer lites .. (288-9). 

As Kristinn Chew notes on the nutism udvocucy onlinc forum AutismVox .. even the 

DStvl-lV-TR ·s dingnustic critcriu identifies nutistic behaviors in terms of their mcchnnistic 

qualities ("2 Boys and 2 Robots"). Specilicully. the one diagnostic criterion for matism 

spectrum disorders is "restricted l't'/'l'litiw nnd stereotyped patterns of hehnviur. interests. 

and activities" that nrc noted hy at least one of the following hehnviors: "encompassing 

prcoccupntion with one or more stereotyped and l't'Jlric:tc.•cl putterns of interest thul is 

abnormal either in intensity or focus," "apparently i1~/lexihle a,1/wn·m·e to specilic. 

nonl\Jm:tional routines or rituals:· and "stereotyped and rt!pl'litiw motor me11111t.'ri.n11s (e.g .. 

hand or linger flapping or twisting. or complex whole-body movements( (emplwsb min\:, 

"1\ ut is tic Disorder .. ). 

This identification is noted. likewise. in the 1989 film. The \Vizard. in which 

audiences arc introduced to nine year-old (supposedly) autistic boy. Jimmy. who is 

identified as a "human computer .. and "whiz kid .. with extraordinary capacity for winning 

video games . .Jimmy·s older brother. thirteen year-old Corey. bets on Jimmy's ability to 

beat other kids at various video games. like Double Dragon. Rad Racer. Teenage Mutant 

Ninja Turtles. and Super Mario Brother III. in order to earn money to get to Los Angeles to 
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compete in the Nintendo World Video Gurne Championship. Corey hopes that if Jimmy 

wins the championship, their parents will be convinced tlmt Jimmy docs not need to he 

institutionalized. Much like some sort of "living computer," Jimmy plays video games 

throughout the lilm with n fixed gnze without regnrd for those nround him for what is 

supposed to he hours on end nnd wins every video gmne he plnys in mere minutes, 

unmercifully bcnting his opponents without nny sort of emotion. Likewise. chnracters 

throughout the lilm rciterute the lilm 's premise~ thnt Jimmy is u .. wizurd" or "human 

video gmne"~--when. for instance, one kid retorts nfkr losing to Jimmy: "The kid's a 

natural. A genius. A wizurd." Another kid asks: "Whnt is this kid. some sort of 

1.·yhorg'!"~IJ Jimmy reflects populnr perceptions of the nutistic individual as a living 

I I . I . I . . I" \() computer w tosc mun nm nervous system 1s some tow "w1reu wrong.· 

,., Jimmy even "acls" in lhe lilm much like a machine would. Much like in M~J.~~myJFsing when Si11111n is 
allempling In solve c:0111plex malhemalicnl puulcs. Jimm>·'s eyes even move rapidly fro111 lell 111 ri!!hl. 11111c:h 
like lhe images ollen shown of c11m1m1crs processing codes or lhe old doHnatrix prinlers 1ha1 11111ved lh'-' 
~1rinlcr carriage quick I>· across lhe pnge from lei\ lo right. 
· n The idenlilicalion of the aulislic individunl as living computer, part human and part machine. is 
complicaled by the use of nssistive technologies that some nutislic individuals use. like lex I-lo-speech voice 
syn1hesi1ers. like the DynaVox VMax. The use of text-to-voice sy111hesi1ers. which translate wri11e11 lexl 
into real•limc speech hy repenting or "speaking" words typed into a computer through a set of small speakers 
perpetuate the identification of the nutislic-as-living computer becnuse the program's speech lacks inlonalion 
and inl1ectin11. Although ledmology like the DynaVox VMax is considered lo ofTer "the 111osl human 
sounding text lo speech engine in the world" with both mnlc and female voices that make "everyday 
c11nvcrsalio11 virtually efTo111ess" in dillerenl dialects and lnnguages und tones ("l111roducing lhe DynaVox 
VMax"). lexl-lo•voicc synthesi1ers reinforce the idenlificalion of aulislic as cyborg because. as Cromhy and 
Standen Mic. "the cyborg metaphor is vitally shaped and infonncd by accounts of the body's amenability 10 
technology intervention" (97). Aller all, the voices produced by these machines do 1101 have the breath and 
pause of natural human speech. nml the speech "sounds" like speech that would he produced by a computer. 
Likewise. the use of lcxt-to•speech voice syn1hesi1ers creates "hnrriers" between lhe users and the object 
"talking" for them. In this case. the technology acts as a "relay" for the aulislic person lo convey their 
thoughls lo olhcrs. and the nutislic individual. then. becomes inseparable from the eo111pu1er. only reinlim:ing 
ide111ilica1ion of the autistic as cyborg, 
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Criticisms nnd Limitations 

As this study hns noted thus Ii.Ir. the identilicntion or the autistic individunl us living 

compulc.:r is pcrvnsivc throughout populur med inns noted in the rcprcscntntion of the 

m1tistic snvunt nnd cyhorg. If, us noted curlier, investigations into contemporary populnr 

discourses reveal society's current desires nnd unxieties rcgurding disuhility nml 

impairment, the idcntilicution of the uutistic individuul us living computer offers u way of 

umlcrslnmling n condition that schnlnrs still do not completely undcrslnnd. While the 

idcn1ilicntion of the nutistic individunl us living computer or cyborg is pervasive and might 

seem appropriate, this identification is n rhetorical construction thnt docs not reflect u 

parth:ular "truth" ahoul nut ism. lnsleml. examples of nutistic individuals represented us 

livi11g-compu1cr or cyhorgs involves. ns Burke described, "the sean:h fur a ·representntivc 

anecdote"' that offers n conformity of vm:nhulnry (A Urnmmur of tvlotives 59). The 

identification of the autistic individual as living computer is n form of reduction that limits 

the scope nnd "waters down" the complexity of nutism ton more "m:cessible" vocnhulary 

for discussing the disability. For instance. a senrch for "autism" in three major online 

databases for scientific research yields more than eleven thousand articles.-" one simple 

scard1 ti.,r autism-related newspaper and magazine articles since 2000 yields more than 

I JOO cntries.-\2 and a Google-search on "autism" yields nlmost nineteen million web 

I\ pages. -· 

:: "autism." Juurrnili_,®-Qyl!! Full Text. MEDLINE with Full Text, and Science Direct. October 6. 2009 
- "autism." Academic Search Premiere. October 6. 2009 
" "autism:· GoogJ~. October 6. 2009 
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1 lere, the idcntilicntion of the autistic individual as living computer is a 

mclaphoricul reduction. As Foss cxplnins, .. Mctnphor is n basic way by which the process 

of using symbols to know rcnlity occurs" (358), nnd lunguugc is the lirst mctuphor 

··hccnuse when we nttrihutc mcnning, we nre simply seeing in one context un uspcct similur 

to one we encountered in nnothcr" (359). As noted in the first chnpter. humnns "seek fur 

vocahulnrics ( ... ) faithful l'<!,/IC!c:tions of rcnlity. To this end, they must develop 

vocahulnrics thut nrc .,·dec:tiom· of rcnlity. And nny selection of rcnlity must. in ccrtuin 

circumstnnccs. function us n clt..ih!c:tion of rculity .. (9). And. lnngungc. us a terministic 

screen. is the lirst kind of reduction: "One reduces this to that by discussing this in tt'rms 

o/thnt. 1 ... J In sum. we hnvc first the reduction of the non-verbal to the vcrbnl" (96). 

Therefore, pivotnl to an undcrstunding of "scope" is "the concept of reduction." As Burke 

explains. 

In a sense. every circumference. no matter hclw for-reaching its rcfcrcm:c. is 

a reduction. A cosmology. for instance. is u reduction of the world to the 

dimensions of words~ it is the world in l<!rms of words. The reductive factor 

becomes quite obvious when we pause to realize that any terminology of 

motives reduces the vast complexity of life by reduction to principles. laws. 

sequences. classifications. correlations, in brief. abstractions or 

generalization of one sort or another. J\nd any generalization is necessarily 

a reduction in that it selects a group of things and gives them a pt·opcrty 

which makes it possible to consider them as a single entity. Tlrns. the 
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gcnernl concept of "mun" neglects nn infinite number of particular 

difforcnces in order to stress ccrtnin properties which muny distinct 

individuul entities huve in common. Indeed, nny chnrnctcrizntion of uny 

sort is n reduction. (/\Grnmmnr of Motives 96) 

This reduction of vocuhuluries into metaphor .. ullows us to know und experience rculity 

I ... I according to the terminology we choose for the description of rcnlity." In other words. 

lhc metaphor functions ns u "structuring principle. focusing on particular aspects of u 

phl·nomcnon and hiding ulhcrs." l'hereforc. cm:h mcuaphor is u construction of "a different 

dl·scription of the ·same· reality" (Foss 359). Mctuphors "orgnnize uttitudes towurd 

whatever they dcscrihc and provide motives for ncting in ccrtnin wnys" (360). As Burke 

explains. mctnphors enable us to consider perspectives 0 from the point of view of another 

charnctcr. ,\nd to consider 1\ from the point of view of B is. of course. to use Bas a 

perspective upon 1\ .. ( ,\ Grnmmnr of Motives SOJ-4 ). By having to consider the 

perspectives of others. "our selected mctuphors carry assumptions. points of view. and 

evaluations that prescribe how we arc to act: "Whatever metaphor is used to label and 

experience a phenomenon. then. suggests evaluations of it und appropriate behaviors in 

response" ( Foss 160). Metaphor. then. is ultimately rhetorical since "metaphor constitutes 

argument .. ( J(l t ). 

I lowcvcr. the identification of the autistic individual as living computer docs not 

offer insights into how the autistic "brain .. works any more than any other metaphor would~ 

but audiences find this identification to be more accurate because they choose to believe 
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so. As Biklcn notes, ·•LJnfortunntcly, metaphor is ubiquitous in the field of autism. For 

cxumplc, the munncr in which mnny uutism experts relate autism to intelligence illustrntcs 

how rcprcscntntions of nutism arc culturnl constructions'' (36). While historical records, 

like those discussed curlier, indicate thnt cuscs of uutism arc believed to have existed 

before the twentieth century, the rhetorical identification of the nutistic individuul us living 

computer could not be possible prior to the lute twentieth century. It is not that the 

identification of autistic individual us living computer is any more ··accurate·· than any 

other representntion; rnthcr. contemporury nudicnccs understand such identifications. 

1\ngcl J. Gordo-Lopez and Inn Purkcr note in °Cybcrpsychology: Postdisciplinnry Contexts 

and J>mjccts" thnt the idcntilicntion of the humnn brnin us n computer wns first used in 

cognitive psychology us n wny of expluining the relationships between "inner information 

dcvkcs and outer social systems" (3). Throughout the twentieth century. cognitive 

psychology continued "to strengthen a conception of the human being as equivalent to a 

machine" and "cognitive rcfbrnrnlntions of this behaviourist creed invited into psychology 

new machine metaphors" (3 ). 

Still. such identifications arc problematic for several reasons: First. the 

idcntilkation of the autistic individual as living computer reduces the actions of autistk 

individuals from action to motion; subsequently. the identification of autistic individuals' 

behaviors as lacking cause or rationale beyond merely the biological and instrumental 

infers that the autistic individual acts without an internalized purpose or rationale. 

Therefore. the autistic individual's mere existence is one without reflection. retrospection. 
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and purpose. Autistic individuals, then, nrc incnpnblc of understanding and engaging in 

meaningful behuvior. By engnging in only 0 biologicul" behaviors, autistic individuals ure 

identified as merely .. existing." Burke's discussion in A Grammar of Motives is 

;1ppropriatc to these distinctions of motion nnd uction since the most simplistic of 

"purposes .. is thnt which is mere .. biologic functioning 0 •·=··'thc means by which orguns 

achieve their hiologicnl ends. Reducing nutistic individuuls' hchnviors from action to 

motion reduces them to merely serving some sort of biologicnl end. As Burke cxpluins. 

"cuch f orgnn ). insofur us it is functioning properly, curries out the kind of 'purpose· for 

which it is designed; nnd it serves n use in furthering the survivul of the orgnnism" (279). 

Action is ultimately rhetoricnl. then, because it demonstrates motive. While the 

impetus is to define "motive" as the "springs thut lie heh ind activity." Burke \'icws motive 

as .. the terms that make action understunduhle" (Guslicld 11 ). Motive. in this case. is not 

"a source of behavior but as a concept used hy people to mukc actions undcrstnndahlc lo 

them and to others" ( 11 ). If. according lo Burke's discussion. aclion is rhetorically 

demonstrable through motive. distinctions between action and motion arc all the more 

signi lkant considering the prevalent metaphors that present autistic individuals as living 

computers or cyborgs. Specifically. the identification of autistic individual as living 

computer and cyborg frames and limits autistic individuals' actions to involuntary motions 

that arc neither significant nor rhetorical. Such reductions limit autistic individuals to~ what 

Crable describes as, ugenctic. biological foundations" ( 132). Such metaphors reduce 

autistic individuals' experiences and behaviors to clusters of physical characteristics and 
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typicnl motions. However, Crable warns of the implications for such terminologies when 

they urc upplicd to humnn behaviors: 

The danger or these rhctoricnl terminologies 1-., I lies in our application of 

their terms to ourselves. in our failure to ferret out the symbolicity lurking 

within our visions of "nnturc" and 0 culturc,'' our vocnbulnrics of "biology'' 

nnd •·society.'' ( ... ) By ndopting un inndcquutc tcrminology==hy using false 

or inndcquutc terms for distinguishing nction nnd motion-we full victim to 

n rhetoric thnt is best described us unconscious und spontuncuus in nature. 

Whnt terms nre we imposing on ourselves when we ncccpt~~without criticnl 

cxaminution~~~vocnbulurics thnt would identify both the "nutural" und the 

"culturnl'' si<.Jcs of our humnn embodiment? Have we. in short. transformed 

our symbolic freedom into a second determinism. the determinism of 

inadequate ideas about the nature of motion?" ( 132) 

Crahlc's warning seems nil the more appropriate considering the metaphorical 

idcnti fication of the autistic individual as living computer or cyborg that i llustratc the 

attempts by medical communities, contemporary media, and audiences to understand how 

autistic individuals comprehend the world. Still, such identifications have become so 

common that, to return to Woodward· s discussion from the second chapter of this study. 

they might be considered meclta11ica/ associations, "accepted without critical awareness.·· 

because they have "a familiarity that makes them second nature" (29~30). Such 

identifications "conceal the workings of the symbolic in nccounts of the natural .. (Crable 
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I JI). Despite the prcvnlcncc of such identifications, by "'accepting, not questioning. such 

vocahulnrics ( ... J, we urc nut so much lcuving the reulm of rhetoric as entering it .. (Crable 

I JI). As Crable explains ... The rhetorical nnturc of such n terminology, in other words. 

lies in the uncriticnl application of these terms to our duily lives" ( 131 ). Metaphors. like 

the ones identified in this study, urc "not some fixed thing, like u tublc, which one cnn go 

nml look nt, but u term (lf intcrprctntion'' (Burke, J>crmnncncc nnd Chnn&£ 25). Such 

concerns urc rcitcrntcd, for instnnce, in Biklen • s criticism of the idcnti fication of matistic 

individuals us being 0 111indblind" to those uround them since such the theory is merely 

speculative nnd the idcntificutions of autistic individuals us "mindblind" go unchnllcngcd 

and urc unproven: "Frith uml other rcscurchcrs huvc not uctuully located u physical 

mechanism. Thus. the reicrcncc to u mcchunism, u 'component of the mind.· ( ... J can only 

hl· metaphorical" (3M). As Biklcn explains. "Given such complexities. theory-of-mind 

comes off as a crude concept, incnpnblc of cnpturing the mulliplc ways different people 

cxpl·ricncc the world." Biklcn nrgucs. instead, thnt uutistic individuals arc nnt "defective" 

or "lacking a key 'mcchnnism''': ruthcr, they experience the world differently than 

ncurotypical imJividuals might ( 40). 

In light of the tendencies to reduce the behaviors of autistic individuals from action 

to motion. it is important to explore how such identifications present autistic indi\'iduals as 

"dumb machines·· or robots "without a hint of consciousness but programmed cleverly 

enough to perform complex tasks" (Menzel and D' Alusio 24). The actions of a machine 

and computer arc predictable since both respond only to commands. Computers can he 
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programmed to perform certain functions based on specific codes. As Ulric Neisscr notes 

in °Computers us Tools and us Metaphors," "(T]he classic notion of u machine includes 

both activity and n kind of passivity. Machines arc active. They move and make un 

impression on their environment. Nevertheless, their motions arc in direct response to the 

commands of their operator" (73). 'fhis identification is noted in The Wizard when Jimmy 

docs not speak or respond to those around him; Jimmy goes where his brother drugs him. 

goes to sleep when his brother mnkes him. und plnys video gnmes when his brother tells 

him. Jimmy's nctions arc nlwnys in reaction to his brother's commnnds nnd. even when 

Jimmy bents his opponents and wins the chumpionship. he reucts with detuched 

imliffcrcncc to his uccomplishmcnts. Jimmy's luck of reciprocal action and emotion 

reinforces his identification us merely present but without consciousness. introspection. or 

personality. 

Another implication that can be drawn is that such identifications illustrate the lurking fear 

underlying the dystopic view of modem technology: after all, cyborgs arc the "tcrri fying 

emblems of hubrisH that should be feared because of their otherness ( Menzel and 

IJ'Aluisio 200). If cyborgs appear physically "human .. but possess the mental capacities of 

supercomputers without an understanding of empathy and compassion. one frightening 

consequence is that "homo sapiens wi11 vanish as a biological species. replacing itself with 

a new race of cyborgs .. (31 ). Films such as RoboCop. Blade Runner. the Star Wars trilogy. 

and the Terminator series. as well as programs such as Star Trek: The Next Gen~ration. 

reflect audiences· fears of a new "cyborgian race'· that would pose a "catastrophic 
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counterforce to human dignity and survival" (Gunkel 336). In Terminator and Blade 

Runner. for instance, cyborgs arc forces of evil, death, and destruction bccuuse of their lack 

of human compassion and empathy and threaten the survival of human civilization in a 

"'final abstraction embodied in a Star Wars apocalypse waged in the nnmc of defense" 

(1 larnway 154). Hnruway's. Gunkel's. Menzel and D' Alusio's statements illustrnte 

contemporary fours in which humnns have been rcpluccd by humnn-like computer beings 

who luck humnn emotion, empathy. compassion. nnd intellect. Like Mury Shelley's 

critique of science nnd technology in Frunkenstcio. these idcntilications warn against the 

power and ethical implications of science und technology gone too for. 

Such dystopic views seem appropriutc. then. when one considers recent awareness 

campaigns that employ rhetorics of fear and defense to 0 combat'' autism that have 

appeared in the mcdiu. For instuncc. Suzanne Wright. co-founder of /\~ttism Spcnks. stated 

in a May 2007 speech. 'There is a beautiful little boy in my fomily who has been 

kidnapped by autism·· (qtd in Chew. "Kidnapped by Autism: Making Noise About 

Ransom Notes"). Similar sentiments were reiterated in the recent public service campaign . 

.. Ransom Notes." In the ads featured on billboards and kiosks around New York City. one 

ad claimed: uwe have your son. We will make sure he wilt no longer be able to care for 

himself or interact socially as long as he lives. This is only the beginning ... i\utism:· 

Another for /\spergcr's Syndrome stated. uwe have your son. We arc destroying his ability 

for social interaction and driving him into a Ii fc of complete isolation. It's up to you now ... 

Aspergcr's Syndrome" ("Millions Of Children Held Hostage By Psychiatric Disorders .. ). 
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Likewise, in °My Name is Autism," a popular 44poem" that has appeared on various 

message boards and websites since 2005. the speaker "Autism" claims to hnve taken away 

children und given "nothing but bewilderment and loathing in return'' (Firmm and 

Murphy). It seems easy to be completely terrified of an autism diagnosis when it hsteuls 

the soul from n child" (Kurtzincl xvi). Af\cr all, in the poem in which .. Autism" is 

personified. 0 Autism" likes to "strike boys nnd girls." "infants und toddlers" (Fimnn and 

Murphy). ''Autism." like some mythical bcust. will find its "best victims to be boys around 

the age of 2. hut uny child will do." "Autism" further cxpluins: 

I like children nnd they nrc ulwnys the true victims, though I tukc hostage 

the others in the child's fnmily us well. It is u bit like getting 2 for the price 

of one. I affect one child und "infect" the entire family. I, .. I I am autism. 

When I come. I come to stay. I take the dreams nnd hopes of families and 

trmnplc them with delight. I sec the fear nnd confusion in the eyes of my 

victims and sec the formation of wrinkles, the worries and pain on the focc 

of their parents. I sec the cmbnrrassmcnt their child causes because of me 

and the parents unsuccessful attempt to hide their chi Id. and me. I sec tears 

the parents cry and feel the tears of their child. I am autism. I leave sorrow 

in my wake. [ ... ] I have taken speech and learning. I take socialization and 

understanding. I take away "common sense .. and, if I am allowed to 

flourish, I take away all but their physical life. What I leave behind is 

almost worse than death. (Fiman and Murphy) 
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Troublesome, though. is thnt such descriptions ure similur to those used by both 

autism .. experts'' unc.1 autistic individuals to describe the seemingly ··lost" autistic child 

who experiences the world with n seeming bewilderment und lack of maturity. For 

instunce. renowned muisrn scholur Utu Frith describes the uutistic child us .. a haunting und 

somehow otherworldly hcmuy. It is hnrc.l to imagine that behind the doll-like images lies u 

suhtk· y\.·t devastating ncurologicul ahnormnlity" (Frith I). In foct. 1\spcrgcr similarly 

described his autistic patients ns enguging in nets of mulice without remorse or regret: 

It is mainly within the fomily thnt "autistic acts of mulice .. occur. These 

nets typically uppcur to he culculnted. With uncanny certainty. the children 

manage to do whutcvcr is the most unplcusunt or hurtful in a particular 

situation. 1 lowcvcr. since their emotionality is poorly developed. they 

cannot sense how much they hurt others. either physically. as in the case of 

younger sihlings. or mentally. as in the case of parents. I ... ) Delight in 

malice. which is rnrcly ahsent. provides almost the only occasion when the 

lost glan~c nf these children appears to light up (77). 

Still. references to an °autistic aloneness .. seem to evoke images of perpetually 

isolated and remote children disconnected from family and friends and incapable of 

understanding and reciprocating human emotion~ therefore. the idcnti fication of the autistic 

individual as living computer suggests that autistic individuals arc unfeeling, unrctnorscfut 

and amoral beings who lack the capacity to empathize with the suffering and pain 

experienced by others. Such misconceptions arc reiterated in a conversation described by 
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Nadcsan with her autistic son's clinical .. experts." One expert, assuming that autistic 

children arc incnpnblc of nflcction, nskcd Nndesan if she thought that her son ··really 

loved .. her. As Nmlcsan explnins. "I ussumcd she was implying that Kamal was incupable 

of love and al that moment my cnlm ussumnce in his love (because he was so very 

affectionate) dissipated. Af\cr nll. how cou/cl he love me if he was indeed autistic?" 

({'<lUStrnctin1u\ttti~m I). 

1.ikewisc. the identificntion of the uutistic individual ns living computer docs rmt 

account for the role of the nutistic individual within the fumily. who is cnpnble of both 

hcing loved and loving in return. Autistic ndult Knrnrun Nnzccr dismisses cluims thnt 

autistic individuals arc incapnhlc of mcuningful rclntionships with family members nnd 

signilkant others bccnusc such misconceptions derive from the belief thnt .. autistic people 

an: lhcmscln:s only. self enclosed and scnled off to the world" (228). Nazccr argues thnt 

while "there is a view that autistic people can't be reached. or that they shouldn't he. thnt 

lh~ir ~clf-cndosurc is or ought to he permanent" (228). "our autism I isl erased. in each 

case. because of other people. our parents. friends, and our teachers" (229). Nazccr"s 

hook. then, illustrates how an "nlicnuted autistic identity should be celebrated und that 

autistic children arc not doomed, without prospect of improvement. (Nazccr) uflirms the 

humanity of people with autism as participants in the networks of society" (Fitzpatrick 36 ). 

i\dditionatlv. the identification of the autistic individual as living computer-a . 
metaphor only possible in recent decades-· remains popular in public discourses. 

particularly with neurotypical audiences, because such representations reflect 
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contemporary tear and anxieties regurding technology, consciousness, cognition. and 

disahility-~--thc pcrvnsive four of technology gone awry. In short. in the twenty-first 

century. we now hnvc individunls with enormous intcllcctuul capuhilitics but without those 

qualities that mnkc them ··hurmm": consciousness. emputhy. nnd conscience. All the more 

frightening is the nut ism 0 epidemic" in which thousnnds of these 0 intelligent muchincs" 

operate without consciousness or introspection-living computers who merely renct to 

commnnds nnd stimulus nnd for whom the "operuting systems" huvc not yet been figured 

out. 

The identificntion of the autistic individual us living computer reflects. then. the 

ultimntc .. ghost in the muchinc." In Thinking Machines: Discourses of l\rtiticinl 

Jntclligem:c. Ninm Bahjut Abbas i<lcntilics two rhetorics here: "On the one hand. 

intelligent machines arc envisioned as our children. n position thut evokes sympathetic 

nurtming and empathetic identification. On the other hund. they arc also postulated ;1s 

having their own goals distinct from those of humans" (213 ). The identification of the 

autistic chi/cl as a living computer presents an individual as both sympathetic and 

uncontrollable-a child with the cxtruordinary mental capabilities who follows 

ucommands" without regard for morality and reason. More spcci lically. the representation 

of the .. cyborg child .. reflects "an expression of loss and longing (_ ... ). Everything about 

the child- ineptitude, imperfection, bewilderment, and especially its diminutive stature- -

connotes the pain and effort of maturity, testifies to the journey traversed from an 

irretrievable state·· (Burman 171 ). The identification of the autistic individunl as 
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computer. then. reduces the individual to a digital mcchnnism-a .. thing,. devoid of 

consciousness nnd independent ugcncy-nnd robs the individual of its humanity. Of 

course. machines can operutc purposefully and intelligently. but. as Neisser notes. 

"Machines nre tools. to be used by Pmmnnsl. (llurmms), unlike current or foreseeable 

machines. ure unique nnd uutonmnous. with n corresponding need to exercise nutonomy. 

They also have n long-stnnding belief thnt machines threaten their freedom•· ( Ncisser 85 ). 

Therefore. if nutistic individuals ure identified us living computers. they come to embody 

or represent for ncumtypical audiences the 0 thrcnt ()f being controlled nguinst one's will" 

(85 ). 

This lcnr is illustrntcd. for instuncc. in the nntionnl autism advocacy organizntion 

1\utism Spc,!ks· short film 1\utism Every Dny in which audiences arc introduced to 

children like Daniel and Danscn. who nrc dingnosed with nutism. In what Autism Speaks 

describes as "the most realistic portruyul of the struggles and hcurtbrenks of nut ism t ... ) 

ever seen ... the video "hits home" in its frank portrayal of the "children suffering from 

di ffcrcnt forms of the disorder" and adequately conveys the "pain nnd frustration that 

families of autistic children go through" ("Autism Every Day"). Parents of children like 

Daniel and Danscn describe how they have hnd to "give up·· their careers. friends. and 

lives to this "heartbreaking" condition. Specifically. the autistic children in the film arc 

depicted as violent, disruptive and leave parents and siblings "suffering;· "angry;· 

Hhclplcsst and "disappointed.'' Having their children "taken away from them" hy autism. 

these parents vow that they will no longer "accept that we have to throw away this 
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generation of children" to autism (Autism Every Dal'.), And. while the children in the video 

arc never described us snvnnts or like 0 1iving computers0 us the previous exmnplcs have 

illustrated. this Jilm's description of••Jost .. or '"thrown nwny" children seems uncmmi)y 

similar to descriptions of "cyborg child" in dystopic literature: "As n signi tier of loss. the 

(cyhorgl child alludes both to the costs of cnpitnlism- whnt wus not allowed to be. the 

vulnerability nnd connectedness supposed of postmodern scnsihility= nnd its productive 

possibilities ns the symbol of modern hurnun cupucity. the seed of the yet-to-he-nctunlized 

sci r· ( Burman 170 ). 

Conscqucntinlly. the idcntilicutinn of uutistic individual as living computer 

reinforces the notion that nutistic individuals urc inherently uml perpetually disconnech:d 

from other human beings. Autistic individuals nre represented to the general public as 

something other than human. an imposter who looks humnn but who seemingly has no 

human empathy or compassion. Such perceptions of the "person alone" arc constructions 

ahout autism that shape current thinking about identifying, treating. and educating autistic 

individuals. Such identifications reduce autistic individuals' range of human behaviors 

and emotions to mere reactions or conditioned responses without meaning and motive. 

Such identifications lead to sentiments of feeling alone in the world while surrounded by 

people. as Grandin reiterates in her interview with Oliver Sacks. Grandin. who compares 

her experiences as an autistic woman learning and negotiating social cues to living on an 

alien planet. secs herself like "an anthropologist from Mars" (Sacks 259). Grandin 

describes herself as confused by and unable to "decode" subtle emotional cues that might 
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be associated with social intelligence and, instead, feels more comfortable with animals, 

especially cows. For Grandin, animals' emotional cues arc much more obvious than the 

more subtle emotions exhibited by human beings. As Grandin explains. ··J t' s di ffcrcnt 

with people ( ... ). Studying the people there, trying to figure out the natives. But I don't 

fccl like thnt with animals" (qtd in Sucks 269). Oliver Sacks observes of Grandin in his 

hook. An Anthropologist on Mars: 

I was struck by the enormous difference. the gulC between Temple 

[Grundin'sl immediate. intuitive recognition of animul moods and signs and 

her cxtrnordinury difficulties understanding humnn beings. their codes and 

signnls. the wny they conduct themselves. One cannot say thnt she is 

devoid of feeling or has u f\mdmncntnl lack of sympathy. On the contrary. 

her sense of nnimuls' moods nnd feelings is so strong thnt these almost tnkc 

possession of her. overwhelm her ut times. She feels she can have 

sympathy for what is physical or physiological----lc.lr animal· s pain or 

terror-but lucks empathy for people's states of mind and perspectives. 

(269) 

Similarly, Jean Kearns Miller's book Women from Another Planet? describes 

women's experiences living and functioning on the /\SD spectrum and lww identifying 

themselves as "alien others .. effectively illustrate their struggles to lit in and overcome the 

social stigma and the alienation they feel so ofien as women on the spectrum. Perhaps 

because autism is considered to be more prevalent in males, females on the autism 
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spectrum are stigmatized further simply because of their gender. Miller explains that 

perhaps the under-diagnosis of women on the spectrum has more to do with gendered 

expectations than genetics: 

A child who is aggressive, noisy, exhibiting lack of motor inhibition (wild, 

acting out) is attended to, and this behavior is characteristic of boys. /\ 

child who is well behaved, quiet, and apparently compliant will often be 

overlooked, sometimes despite underachievement. Such a child is quite 

likely to be a girl. (xxi) 

For some, the sense of social alienation is compounded by the fact that women's rnanncrs~ 

civility, and social etiquette are so intensely scrutinized: 

AS [Asperger's Syndrome] imposes a heavy burden on the AS wonian to 

perform socially useful functions for those around her and, thereby~ 

demonstrate requisite femaleness. Women are expected to discern 

appropriate social responses, presumably out of inherent, sex-linked social 

strength. Lacking this capacity, AS women are perceived by themselves 

and others ( especially other women) as defective and, well, not real women, 

so high is society's social requirement of our sex. (Miller xxii-xxi ii) 

Likewise, on Jane Meyerding's essay "Growing up Genderless'' from Miller's book, 

Meyerding writes how her sex and experiences on the autism spectrum left her unable to 

identify with other women: "Autistics often describe themselves (or their experience of 
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life) as feeling alien, not of the same species as the humans around them. For me, part of 

that reality has been an inability to identify with other women" ( 157). 

The experiences described by Grandin, Miller, and Meyerding reflect the sense of 

alienation felt by women living on the autism spectrum who identify themselves as 

alienated from other (neurotypical) women and from the autism community since ASD are 

often associated with and diagnosed in males. While I do not wish to discredit or 

disrespect the first-person experiences of women like Grandin, Miller, and Meyerding and 

their attempts to explain the "experience" of autism for neurotypical audiences, this study 

illustrates how such explanations of autism as the "person alone" have become 

appropriated by parents, educators, advocates, and the medical community to describe 

ASD in ways that only further "alienate" autistic individuals. 

While this chapter has explored several criticisms regarding the identification of the 

autistic individual as living computer, the representations of the autistic savant or cyborg 

remain popular in contemporary public discourses. However, such representations have 

been overwhelmingly accepted without question. Therefore, the following chapter will 

explore how such identifications reflect contemporary technological anxieties, why such 

identifications remain so popular, and how such identifications shape how the perceptions 

of the public, parents, caregivers, educators, and medical professionals; these perceptions, 

in turn, shape research agendas that have profound influences on the lives of autistic 

individuals. 
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CHAPTER V 

IDENTIFYING SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNOLOGICAL ANXIETIES 

As this study has illustrated thus far, the identification of and investigations into the 

causes and treatments of ASD are socially and historically contingent. As such, autism can 

be "understood historically as a 'niche' disorder whose interpretation, representation in 

research practices and in the popular imagination, and remediation reflect cultural 

preoccupations and concerns" (Nadesan, Constructing Autism 5). Therefore, if it is 

possible to explore the "idea of autism" as a cultural construction based on cultural 

ideologies that reflect social, scientific, and economic conditions, then Nadesan 's argument 

can be extended to show that, just as the identification of autistic individuals as 

"changeling" and feral children in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the 

identification of "refrigerator mothers" during the mid-twentieth century sought to explain 

unusual behaviors or cognitive impairments, late twentieth- and early twenty-first century 

investigations into ASD as reactions to chemical, biological, and environmental agents 

reflect a contemporary strategies for understanding the complexity and mystique of ASD. 

Twenty-First Century Dystopia 

Just as research into the etiologies and treatments of ASD reflected cun-ent research 

and thought during the nineteenth and early-to-mid-twentieth century, contemporary 

research and discourses about ASD reveals cultural anxieties regarding twentieth- and 
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twenty first-century technological34 and scientific advancements. These anxieties are 

embodied in the identification of autistic individuals in public discourses as postmodern 

"living computers" who possess extraordinary special skills without an understanding of 

the behaviors or actions of others. Metaphors of the autistic brain as "wired wrong" or 

like a "faulty computer" reflects a contemporary etiology that could not have existed at any 

time prior to the late twentieth century. Such identifications for autistic individuals offer a 

particular "truth" about ASD that is a late twentieth-century discursive and rhetorical 

construction. The identification of the autistic individual as living computer illustrates 

34 For purposes of this discussion, I define "technology" as "a form of human cultural activity that applies 
the principles of science and mechanics to the solution of problems. It includes the resources, tools, 
processes, personnel, and systems developed to perform tasks and create immediate particular, and personal 
and/or competitive advantages in a given ecological, economic, and social context" (Bush. "Taking Hold of 
Technology" I). This definition is, of course, hardly exhaustive. For instance, "technology" is defined by 
Emmanuel Mesthene as "the organization of knowledge for the achievement of practica I purposes" 
(Technological Change: Its Impact on Man and Society 25). Mesthene explains that "in this broader 
meaning that we can best see the extent and variety of the effects of technology on our institutions and 
values. Its pervasive influence on our very lives and culture would be unintelligible if technology were 
understood as no more than machines" (25). 

Peter Menzel and Faith D' Alusio define "technology" as the "practical application of knowledge, 
especially in a particular area. An evolving process of tool creation to shape and control the environment. It 
requires invention and is itself a continuation of evolution by other means" (236). 

Lelia Green offers the following definition of technology: "Technology includes ways of doing 
things as well as the machinery with which things are done. [ ... ] [T]he term can refer to a transnational 
corporation (TNC), to a baby bottle, to canned beans and to human language. [ ... ] This inclusive definition 
ofteclmology is deliberately used to widen current debates about technological change and technological 
choice. Such a perspective rejects the argument that an individual needs a detailed understanding of 
assembly code to have an opinion on the cross-matching of databases, or of DNA to have a view on genetic 
engineering. [ ... ] Technology is the bedrock ofour information society but public debates of technological 
change tend to concentrate on the so-called hi-tech: communication networks, virtual reality, the microchip" 
(Green xxviii). 

It is important to note that such definitions present technology as both a force and product of 
culture. As such, "in modem institutions of science and medicine, technology is a paradigmatic frame of 
reference-a way of thinking, talking, and acting that incorporates training, hierarchies, processes, and 
values as well as the instruments developed within that paradigm. Technology's attendant attitudes and 
realities are so pervade Western medical practice and are so integral to perception, orientation, hierarchy, and 
action that it cannot be conceived as under the control of human agents" (Harter and .I app 4 12). 
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contemporary social fears of advanced technologies and scientific advancements that 

harms rather than heals. 

The identification of autistic individuals as living computers i 11 ustrates how those 

with ASD have become the embodiment of those fears and their autism as the result of that 

harm. As such, contemporary research's emphases on biological, chemical, and 

environmental causes of and treatments for ASD reflect the grown concern over twenty

first-century technological and scientific advancements that have become exceedingly 

sophisticated and advanced to the extent that the average person is not capable of 

understanding them. These identifications reflect the average individual's disconnection 

from and fear of advancements in technology and science. 

After all, such fears and anxieties seem to be the "postmodern condition." As 

technology has become more complicated, advanced, and abstract, the average person is 

less able to understand its intricacies and complexities. In Why People Believe Weird 

Things, Michael Shermer notes that for the average person, "science seems to offer only 

cold and brutal logic in its presentation of an infinite, uncaring, and purposeless universe" 

(277). Likewise, Simon Singh and Edzard Ernst argue in Trick or Treatment that, in 

regard to medicine, "people outside the medical establishment sometimes find the concept 

of evidence-based medicine cold, confusing and intimidating" (24). Singh and Ernst 

conclude, "Despite being an undoubted force for good, evidence-based medicine is 

occasionally treated with suspicion. Some people perceive it as being a strategy for 
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allowing the medical establishment to defend its own members and their treatments while 
' 

excluding outsiders who offer alternative treatments" (26). 

The general public is often inundated by media with conflicting research stories 

that originate from faceless-government agencies, political think tanks, or academic 

institutions, and when scientists need to disseminate their findings to the public, they turn 

to journalists to write the stories that pique the public's interests. The general public is 

interested in certain research topics and findings-even those with questionable 

methodologies and conclusions, and those sorts of research stories garner more attention 

from the press in order to feed the public interest. However, 

[S]cientific theories aren't proven by the number of journalists who write 

about them. Novel, and in this case shocking, claims are best proved by 

further study. That's because scientists, even excellent scientists working at 

prestigious institutions, often get it wrong-and it's not hard to publish bad 

science. (Offit 186) 

However, because scientists often "get it wrong," "the public is confused and disillusioned 

when a much-heralded study fails to survive closer scrutiny, believing that science cannot 

be trusted to get it right" ( 187). It is no surprise then that many people "seek a certainty 

that science cannot offer. For those people the unchanging dictates of ancient religious 

beliefs, or the absolute assurance of zealots, have a more powerful appeal" (Park 39). 

Of course, such fears seem reasonable considering the modern technological 

disasters that occurred during the twentieth century. Just as an exhaustive list of all 
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technological advancements during the twentieth and twenty-first century would be 

impossible, so would the technological "disasters" to come from such advancements: 

nuclear bombs, nuclear weapons, nuclear waste, genocide, DDT, asbestos, Chernobyl, 

Three Mile Island, Y2K, black lung, and global warming. Also.,. of course, modern 

technology has introduced the use of chemical weapons such as mustard gas, Agent 

Orange, and anthrax. Likewise, environmental change has occurred rapidly: 

Every major indicator shows a deterioration in natural systems: forests are 

shrinking, deserts are expanding, croplands are losing topsoil, the 

stratospheric ozone layer continues to thin, greenhouse gases arc 

accumulating, the number of plant and animal species is diminishing, air 

pollution has reached health-threatening levels in hundreds of cities, and 

damage from acid rain can be seen on every continent. (Brown 124) 

Such disasters and catastrophes have left the general pub 1 ic fearful and uncertain. 

Who wouldn't or shouldn't be afraid? After all, in 2005, 1,300 scientists from 95 countries 

published in partnership with the United Nations the "Millennium Ecosystem Assessment" 

that stressed "the magnitude of the interlocking environmental crises we face" currently 

(Herbert 19). Martha Herbert, an assistant professor of neurology at Harvard Medical 

School, cites this study as evidence of the "major environmental changes" that are 

presenting "unprecedented" medical problems in humans. Specifically, Herbert lists 

several specific twenty-first century threats: 
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• In the past century there has been an exponential rise in the invention 

and production of new chemicals never before seen on the planet earth. 

Many of these are noxious and toxic by design (e.g. pesticides, 

industrial solvents), and many others have unanticipated toxic effects. 

• We are facing a rise in a multitude of human illnesses including cancers 

as well as chronic, allergic, immune, autoimmune and degenerative 

illnesses. 

• Among animals we are seeing a rise in infectious and cancerous 

illnesses and in malformations. 

• We are losing biodiversity, with the greatest rate of extinction of plant 

and animal species since the Age of the Dinosaurs, not to speak of great 

loss of cultural diversity including the knowledge bases underlying 

many ecologically adaptive health-promoting traditions. 

• There are a growing number of dead zones in the coastal oceans near 

large population settlements. Ocean pollution is enormous and we arc 

seeing the dying out of fish stocks. 

• Global climate change is becoming undeniable and appears to be 

proceeding faster than anyone had anticipated even a few years ago. 

(19) 

Herbert also cites "other changes in our ways of life" that can affect human development, 

including "industrial farming," "reproductive and hormonal manipulation," "information 
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overload," "electromagnetic and nuclear radiation," "new-to-nature drugs," "oral 

antibiotics," "air pollution," and "mechanically generated noise" (20).35 Herbert's 

statement points ominously toward environmental hazards as the cause of disease and 

impairments, especially in children; however, Fitzpatrick offers his rebuttal: 

Professor Herbert offers no evidence that any particular chemical causes 

any particular illness [ ... ]. She simply appeals to the prejudice of her 

readers that all "new chemicals" are potentially dangerous. She asserts that 

many synthetic chemicals, such as pesticides and solvents, are noxious by 

design and hence may be toxic [ ... ]. But many naturally occurring 

chemicals, including elements such as arsenic, and compounds such as 

dioxins, and plant products such as ricin, are highly poisonous. [ ... ] 

Natural chemicals like histamine, produced by the human body, can cause 

troublesome allergic reactions and fatal anaphylactic shock. Synthetic 

chemicals, such as pesticides and fertilizers, antiseptics and detergents, have 

made major contributions to human health by improving the nutritional 

quality of foodstuffs and destroying potentially lethal pathogens. (20) [ ... ] 

Reproductive hormones, antibiotics and new drugs mark a significant 

35 I, like Fitzpatrick, find it odd the inclusion of "information overload" and "mechanically generated noise" 
on this list. Fitzpatrick surmises his take on Herbert's inclusion in his book: "The two remaining points on 
the list-the information revolution and mechanically generated noise-are even more obscure as potential 
contributors to developmental disorders. Their inclusion does however shed some light on the mindset of 
Professor Herbert and others who share her sense of planetary doom. It seems to reflect the patrician distaste 
of the elite academic for the vulgar populism of the internet, the mobile phone and the iPod and for the 
loudness and brashness of the youth culture of pop and rap. But it is one thing to be a grumpy middle-aged 
professor, quite another to blame the objects of your bile for contributing to a supposed epidemic of autism. 
Yet Professor Herbert lumps together everything that annoys her about the modem world and brands them 
pathologies of progress that, through some unspecified mechanisms, produces disorders in children" (22). 
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inclusion on a list of putative environmental threats to health. Most 

historians of modem society-never mind most doctors-would list the 

development of the contraceptive pill, antibiotics and any one of a dozen 

drugs used in cardiology, gastroenterology or psychiatry as among the most 

significant events of the post-war period. It is extraordinary, indeed 

shocking, that a doctor should list some of the greatest achievements of 

medical science, achievements that have saved and improved countless 

lives, as threats to the health of children; (22) 

In light of current anxieties, fears, and a general mistrust of Western medicine, 

alternative or "complementary" therapies such as acupuncture, acupressure, chiropractic 

therapy, homeopathy, and herbal medicines have gained in popularity. Such practices 

indicate have begun to suspect whether "the skeptics, including many doctors, have simply 

failed to recognize the benefits of a more holistic, natural, traditional and spiritual 

approach to health" (Singh and Ernst 2). After all, some believe that western medicine 

"has never claimed to have all the answers, and over and over again there have been 

revolutions in our understanding of the human body. So will the next revolution lead to a 

discovery of the mechanisms underlying alternative medicine?" (2). Many proponents of 

alternative therapies believe the medical community has malicious intentions for 

discrediting alternative therapies; specifically, the medical community seeks to maintain its 

power and authority by criticizing alternative medicine and seeks to quash any rivals. As 
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such, critics of alternative medicine are suspected of being "puppets of the big 

pharmaceutical corporations who merely want to hold on to their profits" (2). 

After all, a future utopia spurred by technological innovation is not necessarily an 

absolute given. , While technology has been perceived as the "motor of all progress," 

offering nothing less than the "promise of utopia," the solution for all social problems, the 

liberation of the individual "from the clutches of a complex and highly organized society, 

and the source of "permanent prosperity,"36 another view presents technology as "an 

unmitigated curse" that robs people of "their jobs, their privacy, their participation in 

democratic government, and even, in the end, of their dignity as human beings" (Mcsthenc, 

"The Role of Technology in Society" 74). Technology is, according to such a view, an 

"autonomous and uncontrollable" threat that poisons nature and humans (74). It seems 

contemporary fears regarding advancements in technology reflect a conflict between the 

twenty-first century "techno-utopia promised by real-world scientists" and the current 

"techno-dystopia predicted by science fiction" (Dinello 2). Corlann Gee Bush suggests 

some have lost faith in the progress of scientific reasoning: "Some analysts believe that 

these controversies represent a basic loss of confidence in science and scientific reasoning, 

a loss of faith in the ideal of progress through economic growth and prosperity" (216-7). 

Bush argues that such views present modern technology as the ultimate threat to human 

36 Such viewpoints have been part of the modem intellectual tradition since the Enlightenment that is often 
related to the "rationalistic tradition in western intellectual history" from the eighteenth century to the 
present. Such optimism "places great faith in the social efficacy of scientific methods and tools. and it by 
and large assumes a model of society according to which science is the principal determining clement in the 
shape and destinies" of humans and their institutions (Mesthene, Technological Change: Its Impact on Man 
and Society 17), This pragmatic certainty has presented humans as "fully in command" of their tools and 
destiny ( 16). 
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life, like "an iatrogenic disease, one created, like nausea in chemotherapy patients, by the 

very techniques with which we treat the disease" ( 196). In light of humans' desires to 

"control nature through technology," modern societies also have to address the effects of 

"toxic wastes, pollution, urban sprawl, increasing rates of skin cancer, [and] even tasteless 

tomatoes" (196). Bush even suggests that to believe that technologies are "neutral tools 

subject only to the motives and morals of the user is to miss completely their collective 

significance" ( 197). 

Such fear and mistrust of technological advances is neither new nor reserved to the 

twenty-first century. Perhaps the most famous group to protest technological 

advancements were the Luddites, a group of early nineteenth-century English combers, 

dressers of wool, weavers, and artisans in the cotton trades who organized the first 

movement that opposed the mechanized technology of the Industrial Revolution (Menzel 

and D' Alusio 235). The Luddites destroyed mechanized looms in protest to what they 

saw as threats to their livelihood. Like "Robin's Merry Men," the Luddites considered 

themselves the victims of progress who, after centuries of working in their small shops and 

cottages saw "new, complex, large-scale machines coming into their settled trades" (Sale 

3). The Luddites witnessed their "ordered society of craft and custom and community 

begin to give way to an intruding industrial society and its new technologies and systems, 

new principles of merchandise and markets, new configurations of countryside and city, 

beyond their ken or control" (3). 
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Today, "Neo-Luddites" argue that in this "Land of Technophilia," another revolt 

against the second Industrial Revolution is not all that far-fetched since "the second 

Industrial Revolution has always had its critics and skeptics, always had an underside of 

anxiety and distrust" (Sale 239). While technological and digital advancements are most 

often welcomed as progressive and inevitable, Nee-Luddites warn that even "those 

societies that have succumbed to the new technologies most fervently-or perhaps 

especially there-a persistent feeling of disquiet, edging toward fear, has always existed 

about their immense power and sweep, their capacity for accident and misuse" (239). With 

technological progress comes the fear that technology-no longer neutral-has become, 

instead, ''a force that pushes forward inexorably, driven by its own momentum, choosing 

its own direction, and accelerating unperturbed by any human efforts to control it" (Mazur 

219). This sort of "technological manifest destiny" empowered nineteenth- and twentieth

century scientific communities to develop technological innovations without regard or 

concern for social, political, economic, medical, or environmental implications: 

The technocratic idea of progress is a belief in the sufficiency of scientific 

and technological innovation as the basis for general progress. It says that 

if we can ensure the advance of science-based technologies, the rest will 

take care of itself. (The "rest" refers to nothing less than a corresponding 

degree of improvement in the social, political, and cultural conditions of 

life.) (Marx 9) 
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Contemporary fears of technological innovations implicate scientists as modern

day Prometheuses who, much like the tragic hero that defied Zeus and brought 

technological knowledge to humans, fall by their own hubris (Florman 116). Such 

viewpoints position modern scientists as being too ambitious, reaching too far, and failing 

to foresee the consequences of their work. Samuel C. Florman summarizes the effects of 

hubris in "Technology and the Tragic View": 

Our intellectual journals are fully of gloomy tracts that depict a 

society debased by technology. Our health is being ruined, according to 

this view, our landscape despoiled, and our social institutions laid waste. 

[ ... ] We are being dehumanized. This has happened because a 

technological demon has escaped from human control or, in a slightly 

different version, because evil technologies are leading us astray. 

[ ... ] The past 50 years have seen many hopes dashed, but we can 

see in retrospect that they were unrealistic hopes. We simply cannot make 

use of coal without killing miners and polluting the air. [ ... ] There can 

never be a technologically based Utopia because we discover belatedly that 

we cannot agree on what form that Utopia might take. (113-4) 

Although technology has enabled enormous human possibilities, such views present a fear 

of technological control gone awry-a world in which technology has become a 

dehumanizing and amoral instrument of disconnect. While technological innovations 

might serve the "greater good," such ar~uments posit that these gains come at the expense 
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of individual rights and human dignity. As a result "today's individual is alienated by the 

vast proliferation of technical expertise and complex bureaucracies, by a feeling of 

impotence in the face of 'the machine,' and by a decline in personal privacy" (Mesthcnc, 

"The Role of Technology in Society" 83). 

Technological historian and theorist Alaine Touraine writes in "The Crisis of 

'Progress"' from Resistance to New Technology: Nuclear Power, Information 

Technology, and Biotechnology that such arguments for the "greater good" will lead to a 

modern-day "technocracy" in which society is controlled by those who understand and 

control the technology. Current advancements and emphases on technology as a tool for 

the "greater good" will lead to "the domination of society by people who control large 

rationalized organizations" (Tourainc 48). Specifically, Tourainc warns that "the control 

of complex technological resources [will] increase the degree of control exerted by 

systems-or by their centers-over ordinary members of the system or over its 

environment" (48). As a result, "anti-technocratic" attitudes will challenge "the 

management of science and technology more directly than science itsclP' (48). "Anti

tcchnocratic" sentiments force scientists to respond to "attacks against science" that lead to 

the dissemination of false information by media and by political movements. Tournainc 

notes that scientists "accuse pseudo-scientists of supporting statements which are not 

scientifically correct and are part of a political campaign more than normal steps in the 

process of scientific discovery" (50). The result, though, is that "we no longer believe in 

the entirely positive and emancipator effect of science": 
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We no longer believe in progress[ ... ] as parallelism between scientific and 

technological advancements on one hand, and abundance, freedom, and 

happiness on the other. Moreover, we no longer believe in the final triumph 

of reason and in the creation of a transparent world of technological and 

legal artifacts. (50) 

Narratives of Harm 

As terministic screens, the identification of the autistic individuals as living 

computers in popular culture reflects audiences' anxieties regarding twenty-first century 

technology. Specifically, contemporary explanations into the origins of/causes 

of/treatments for ASD reflect current anxieties about technology and science because high

tech medical science and computer technologies have gone beyond what is understandable 

for the average person. For instance, the average person does not understand how MRI 

machines work or how to read and interpret the information they provide; instead, the 

public is asked to trust the expertise of the doctors and technicians who use them. 

Likewise, most people do not understand how vaccines work or how chemicals affect the 

human body on a molecular level, but they trust that if a doctor or the CDC says people 

need a certain number or types of vaccines, and that these vaccines are necessary because 

they offer protection from deadly and/or debilitating diseases, then they will receive them. 

Still, because science and technology-particularly in regard to biomedicine-has 

moved beyond what most people can understand, both are met with mistrust and anxiety, 

especially when it seems like something "went wrong" and medical science and 
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technology seems to have harmed rather than healed. While modern civilization has seen 

advancement in medical science that has led to decreases in infant mortality rates and to 

increases in human longevity, when something goes "wrong," the average person does not 

know enough about science or technology to know what is or is not the cause. In the 

ultimate David-versus-Goliath narrative, autistic children are cast as the "little people" who 

have been harmed by Goliath, the greedy pharmaceutical corporations and indifferent 

government agencies. After all, the David-versus-Goliath narrative is compelling, despite 

the fact that "journalists typically miscast the players in the vaccine-autism controversy" 

(Offit 181 ). In current "autism-mercury" narratives, the characters typically feature rogue 

scientists who disagree with their "sell-out" contemporaries and choose, instead, to fight 

on behalf of the tragic, suffering victims of a "greater good" vaccination policy. ASD are 

the "'collateral damage" incurred from recent technological advancements in medicine: 

·'Autism may well be one of the many forms of 'collateral damage' from our uncritical 

trust in 'progress' and in particular our unawareness of the many cascading 'side' effects of 

our clever interventions" (Herbert 24 ). 

Despite the numerous studies that have conclusively shown no correlation between 

vaccinations and autism, research findings that do not adhere to "David-versus-Goliath" 

narratives rarely garner media attention and attract advertisers. Instead, celebrities touting 

their memoirs and pseudo-medical advice on the talk-show circuits attract viewers. 

Therefore, as Offit explains, "When doctors and scientists [ appear before] the media to 

dismiss the contention that vaccines cause autism, they are not representing the little guy. 
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In this case, the little guy is the autistic child subjected to harmful therapies or denied 

potentially life-saving vaccines" (182). However, audiences typically focus on celebrities 

and journalists because people "are more interesting than science," and most of the time, 

scientists are cast as disconnected and apathetic with nothing more to offer parents than 

"epidemiological studies and their statistical results" (178). 

Because audiences do not understand-and thereby mistrust-scientific research, 

they tum to trusted media figures to explain the complexities of scientific findings; 

however, celebrities, like Jenny McCarthy, who proudly confesses her educational 

expertise from "Google University," only confuse audiences and further an acrimonious 

relationship between parents, caregivers, educators, and the medical community. As 

McCarthy commented on an interview 'with Oprah Winfrey, she relies not on the expertise 

of scientists but on her "mommy instincts" to know that vaccines have caused her son's 

autism: 

I do have a theory [based on] mommy instinct. You know everyone knows 

the stats with one in 150 children with autism. What I have to say is this: 

What number does it have to be? What number does it take for people just 

to start listening to what the mothers of children with autism have been 

saying for years-which is that we vaccinated our babies and something 

happened. That's it. And we don't know why. I told my pediatrician, 

"Something happened." And the reaction I got was of making me feel 

dumb and stupid, and I felt very alone in this. [ ... ] I noticed a change [in my 
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son]. The soul was gone from his eyes. ("Jenny McCarthy," Oprah Winfrey 

Show) 

When Winfrey asked McCarthy to respond to the CDC's statement on vaccinations and 

autism-that "the vast majority of science to date does not support the association between 

thimerosal in vaccines and autism"-McCarthy challenged: "My science is Evan, and he's 

at home. That's my science" ("Jenny McCarthy," Oprah Winfrey Show). McCarthy 

reiterated her position the next week in an interview with Diane Sawyer on Good Morning 

America as the "average mom" fighting against Goliath, the established medical 

community: 

With all of my belief and knowledge now in terms of vaccinations and 

toxins in the world and infections, I do believe like many, many thousands 

of moms out there, that it pushed them into what we're calling autism. And 

after doing my Lorenzo's Oil and going online and researching, I found that 

by fixing this, the sickness, the toxins, he was getting better. But the 

pediatricians aren't offering up this kind of information. It's all up to the 

moms. ("Jenny McCarthy," Good Morning America) 

Still, despite the fact that fifteen different studies have all concluded that vaccines 

do not cause autism, McCarthy's book shot to number four that week on the New York 

Times bestseller list (Offit 240). In this case, McCarthy positions paternalistic government 

and pharmaceutical research against her maternal instincts. McCarthy, in this case, draws 

upon a tradition of antagonism between parents' "natural instincts" and scientific research. 
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In turn, the vaccine-autism story employs the common narrative of a nurturing mother 

fighting for her child against the cold, heartless men in white lab coats who wish to inject 

her child with poison under the auspices of "the greater good."37 

It is no surprise that appeals to pathos and celebrity ethos would be more effective 

than scientific logic. However, these so-called "celebrity experts" can and do get it wrong. 

For instance, as Offit notes, in her appearance on Larry King Live, McCarthy argues that 

children are harmed by the thirty-six vaccines that they must currently receive ("Jenny 

McCarthy," Larry King Live); however, neither Larry King, his producers, nor CNN 

attempted to "correct" McCarthy's incorrect statement. In fact, the current vaccination 

schedule is fourteen; this number is up only from ten in 1983, despite McCarthy's claims 

that autism rates have increased exponentially with the increases in vaccinations (Offit 

243). But, logical appeals to scientific research findings are difficult to "sell" to audiences 

when media outlets pit faceless government agencies with prepared statements against 

former Playboy models with personal anecdotes and rhetorics of victimization and 

activism. However, as Shermer notes, "Anecdotes-stories recounted in support of a 

claim--do not make a science. Without corroborative evidence from other sources, or 

physical proof of some sort, ten anecdotes are not better than one, and a hundred anecdotes 

are not better than ten. Anecdotes are told by fallible human storytellers" ( 48). Likewise, 

37 Television programs such as House, M.D., ER, Mystery Diagnosis, and Medical Detectives, as well as 
films like Lorenzo's Oil, Awakenings. and Patch Adams are examples of this all too common narrative of 
patients fighting against an indifferent and antagonistic medical community. 
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Dressing up a belief system in the trapping of science by using scientific 

language and jargon [ ... ] means nothing without evidence, experimental 

testing, and corroboration. Because science has such a powerful mystique 

in our society, those who wish to gain respectability but do not have 

evidence try to do an end run around the missing evidence by looking and 

sounding "scientific." ( 49) 

The David-versus-Goliath narrative is also illustrated in autism-vaccine news 

features and articles in which David Kirby has became the anointed "spokesperson" for the 

Hvaccine-autism" connection. However, Kirby was not chosen because 

he was an expert on autism (Kirby had never diagnosed or treated a patient 

with autism); or because he was an expert on mercury poisoning (Kirby 

wasn't a toxicologist); or because he was an expert on vaccines (Kirby 

wasn't an immunologist, virologist, or microbiologist); or because he was 

an expert on epidemiological studies (Kirby had never performed or 

published an epidemiological study). David Kirby had no specific expertise 

in any aspect of the thimerosal-autism debate. But Kirby had written a 

book claiming that public health officials, knowing that thimerosal had 

harmed the unsuspecting children of America, had done everything they 

could to cover it up. (Offit 180-1) 
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Kirby has made the talk-show and conference circuits because he is "a journalist's 

dream-bright, articulate, young, and attractive; he was the plucky little guy willing to 

take on the evil big guy" (18 I). 

While the scientific findings do not show any connection between autism and 

vaccinations, the average person might see the presentation of mercury poisoning as 

similar to the symptoms and behaviors exhibited by those diagnosed with ASD.38 

Scientific research has not been able to draw any conclusive connections between ASD 

and vaccines, mercury, or environmental poisoning, yet some vocal critics still make the 

case that ASD have biological or chemical entomologies. What better way to illustrate 

this fear and mistrust of science and technology-with advancements that have supposedly 

harmed those they were intended to protect-through the identification of autistic 

38 In regard to motor function, mercury poisoning presents with tremors, muscle pains, and weakness and 
spasticity, which might seem similar the hypotonia and repetitive behaviors such as flapping, circling, or 
rocking that is commonly noted in autistic individuals (Nelson and Bauman 674). Likewise, in regard to 
sensory findings, individuals who experience mercury poisoning show a "specific bilateral constriction of 
visual fields," a "compromise of contrast sensitivity," "paresthesias or, in infants, crythema," and "pain in 
hands and feet because of peripheral ncuropathy" (675). To the average person, such symptoms might 
appear similar to the sensory issues many autistic individuals experience: "decreased responsiveness to pain" 
and "hypersensitivity to other sensory stimuli, including hyperacusis" (675). However, the symptoms and 
behaviors exhibited by someone who is autistic and someone who has mercury poisoning appear completely 
different to trained medical professionals. For instance, infants' brains are markedly smaller in those exposed 
to mercury and other neurotoxins whereas individuals diagnosed with autism have larger brain sizes than 
their neurotypical peers (675). As Karen B. Nelson and Margaret L. Bauman conclude in "Thimerosal and 
Autism?" the presentation for mercury poisoning differs markedly from the symptoms of autism: "Mercury 
poisoning and autism both affect the central nervous system but the specific sites of involvement in brain and 
the brain cell types affected arc different in the two disorders as evidenced clinically and by neuropathology. 
Mercury also injures the peripheral nervous system and other organs that are not affected in autism. 
Nonspecific symptoms such as anxiety, depression, and irrational fears may occur both in mercury poisoning 
and in children with autism, but overall the clinical picture of mercurism-from any known form, dose, 
duration, or age of exposure-does not mimic that of autism. No case history has been encountered in which 
the differential diagnosis of these two disorders was a problem. Most important, no evidence yet brought 
forward indicates that children exposed to vaccines containing mercurials, or mercurials via any other route 
of exposure, have more autism than children with less or no such exposure" (Nelson and Bauman 677-8). 
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individuals and the identification of the autistic individual as living computer as the dire 

consequences of scientific and technological advancements? 

The result of such mistrust, misunderstanding, and fear is that the medical 

community has become, as Burke described, the scapegoat to whom the blame, anger, and 

frustration can be directed. Specifically, Burke distinguishes between two types of 

scapegoats: the universal, which "represents everyman," and the factional, which 

"attributes 'atrocities' to the enemy alone" (Attitudes Toward History 188). Mark P. 

Moore explains that universal scapegoating is "essentially associative" in that "audiences 

identify with and pity the victim, because the victim is everyone. However, they do not 

identify with the victim's punishment, because it produces terror" (312). Yet, the universal 

scapegoat can be made factional in specific circumstances39-in this case, autism as a 

result of chemical poisoning is a universal tragedy made factional because only some 

children are affected by their vaccinations. Burke notes in regard to factional tragedies that 

"since one's offence has been transferred to the shoulders of the other faction, the 

'cleansing' leaves one with a 'program of action' beyond the ritual. That is, in some way, 

he [sic] must act to weaken the other faction" (Attitudes Toward History 188). Therefore, 

proponents of the link between vaccines and autism, for instance, can point the finger of 

guilt at the entire medical community-including the government and CDC-for its 

disregard for children's health and safety. 

39 Burke gives an example ofa universal scapegoat made factional in the crucifixion of Christ. As Robert 
Heath explains in Realism and Relativism: A Perspective on Kenneth Burke, "[T]he crucifixion of Christ 
might, by our distinction, be considered a universal tragedy made factional by the process of 
bureaucratization. That is, Christ died for all-but insofar as all were not believers the tragedy called for 
'action' with respect to the non-believers" ( 155). 
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By designating the medical community as the scapegoat, parents of autistic 

children are able to engage in an act of "mortification," or a "symbolic attempt to purify or 

atone for pollution or guilt through confession or self-sacrifice for the sake of forgiveness" 

(Moore 312). As Burke discusses in The Rhetoric of Religion, the act of mortification is 

"profoundly interwoven with the sense of guilt" (211) so that "mortification and 

scapegoating become purification acts that allow for redemption and a return to order" 

(Moore 327). Since parents are responsible for their children's health and wellbeing, 

parents often feel guilt and shame when their children are diagnosed with autism. 

However, scapegoating helps relieve that guilt since "the responsibility for any 

wrongdoing by someone or some group is transferred to another. Together, the acts of 

mortification and scapegoating enable the mortified to be "purified" by "projecting" his or 

her conflict upon a scapegoat, thereby "passing the buck" onto "a sacrificial vessel" upon 

which one can vent "a turmoil that is actually within" (Burke, The Rhetoric of Religion 

191 ). 

Considering the uncertainty that is associated with ASD, the act of mortification 

and scapegoating can bring a sense of order or control for parents, caregivers, and the 

community at large. Moore explains that "guilt and redemption are terms implicit in the 

idea of order" (327). Symbolic acts of mortification and scapegoating offer a degree of 

order through the "dramatistic processes" of "hierarchy," "acceptance (obedience) and 

rejection (disobedience)," and "guilt, purification, and redemption" (Moore 327). Such 

feelings are illustrated in contemporary discourses that present a "dystopic" rather than 

158 



utopian view of technological advancements (Clapp 2). Likewise, contemporary 

representations of autism seem to illustrate this dystopic view of technology and science in 

which autistic individuals-most often children-are identified as innocent victims who 

have been harmed by the very technological advancements that were meant to protect 

them. The autistic individual becomes the embodiment of disease, warning, and 

punishment for technological and intellectual hubris, just as the "biblical account of the 

Tower of Babel warns against the arrogance of humans believing they can reach heaven by 

means of technological prowess" and the "Greek story of Icarus flying too close to the sun 

illustrates the fault of overreaching" (Clapp 3). 

The idcnti fication of the autistic individual as living computer presents the autistic 

individual as innocent victim of the hubris of scientists and the medical community, to 

which several conclusions can be drawn. First, the identification of autistic individuals as 

living computer absolves parents', the medical community's, and audiences' guilt 

regarding the environmental, biological, and chemical damages or "harm" autistic 

individuals have incurred. By associating ASD with biological, chemical, and 

environmental factors, parents, the medical community, and audiences can appease any 

feelings of guilt and regret and engage in acts of purification .. By blaming external agents 

like MMR vaccines or thimerosal for individuals' autism diagnosis, parents and the 

medical community can absolve their sense of guilt, "fix" the problem at all costs, and save 

or ""rescue'' these individuals from their impairments. Recovery narratives, in particular, 

illustrate this argument. For instance, in McCarthy's book Louder than Words, she 
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describes her efforts to "heal" her son Evan's autism through behavioral therapy and 

dietary supplements: 

I sat on my bed and stared at the wall in front of me. [ ... ] If there was a I 

percent chance of saving my son, I was going to use all I 00 percent of it. I 

had a mission. I was determined. No more "woe is me" shit. (76-7) [ ... ] 

The "woe is me" moms [talk] about how they [don't] get to shop or go to 

the beach with their friends anymore, and the "I'll try anything if it will help 

my kid recover" moms were trading stories about the latest treatments. I 

couldn't understand why all the mommies would not be up for something 

that could possibly help their kid. I thought it might be because they didn't 

believe in alternative treatments or because they didn't want to hope

thinking that if a treatment didn't work, that might destroy them even more. 

My other theory [is] that they enjoyed the victim role. I know that might 

sound mean, but I'm sure you've met people who are constantly having shit 

go wrong in their life. They complain and play the "don't you feel sorry for 

me?" game. I've met so many moms like this. I wonder if their belief that 

nothing is working for their child is exactly why nothing is working. ( 138-

9) 

McCarthy's book, like other recovery narratives, illustrates how absolving one's guilt 

becomes an act of mortification. This interest in ASD brings the victim into the 

c·onsciousness of audiences "who can then communicate with others and act together to 
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resolve the guilt" (Moore 315), in this case, McCarthy's guilt associated with "poisoning" 

her child with gluten, casein, and contaminated vaccinations. As Moore explains, 

The purging of guilt through mortification can lead first to personal 

enlightenment that can prepare the mortified for battle with an opposing 

force. This self-imposed punishment serves as a symbolic death that then 

combines with the factional scapegoating of a designated group, as the 

mortified feels the urge to be further cleansed by passing the buck in a way 

that externalizes an internal turmoil. In this way, the mortified 

communicates and acts together with others to [ ... ] resolve individual and 

collective guilt. (324) 

Acts of purification and scapegoating might also be attempts to resolve feelings of 

guilt and mourning by parents, especially mothers, who probably did everything "right" 

during their pregnancies and their children's infancies. If a mother drinks alcohol 

excessively during pregnancy, the child may develop fetal alcohol syndrome; if a mother 

abuses recreational drugs, the child may be born with physical and mental drug 

dependencies; and if a mother smokes cigarettes during her pregnancy, there are significant 

risks to the health of the fetus in utero. However, there are currently no medical 

explanations or prenatal tests to identify and confirm whether one's child will be autistic. 

lt seems that parents of autistic children spend thousands of dollars on unproven, even 

dangerous treatments, therapies, and diets in order to appease feelings of guilt and remorse 

for having a child with a cognitive disability. 
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Consequences 

The identification of autistic individuals as living computers significantly 

influences the lives of autistic individuals and shapes research agendas that influence how 

ASD are diagnosed and treated by medical and educational communities and in society at 

large. First, the identification of autistic individuals as living computers furthers 

misconceptions of autistic individuals as lacking empathy, emotion, or a "theory-of-mind." 

Because language is "performative as well as referential" (Gusfield 18), the identification 

of autistic individuals as living computers furthers specific research agendas and ways of 

approaching the needs of individuals on the autism spectrum. Such identifications reflect 

overwhelmingly negative perceptions about what it means to live as an autistic individual, 

how ASD ought to be mediated, and what kinds of accommodations ought to be offered 

autistic individuals. 

While autism certainly has some combination of neurological, biological, and 

genetic markers, it is increasingly subjected to biological research programs that attempt to 

find biological and physiological causes and cures. As a product of culture, then, research 

agendas illustrate cultural fears and desires. As Shermer explains, "theory constructs the 

reality. Reality exists independent of the observer, of course, but our perceptions of reality 

are influenced by the theories framing our examination of it'' ( 46). As such, "The observer 

changes the observed" ( 4 7) such that "social phenomena and cultural traditions [ ... ] 

influence theories, which, in turn, determine how facts are interpreted; the facts then 

reinforce theories, and round and round we go until, for some reason, a paradigm shifts" 
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(30). The methods of inquiry influence both what is identified as worthy of study and the 

results found so that the act of studying an event can change it. 

Audiences' anxieties are reciprocated and/or reinforced through research agendas 

that focus on ASD as reactions to biological, chemical, and environmental toxins. Fears of 

and anxieties regarding science and technology, in turn, lead to "treatments" and "cures" 

that have not been proven effective. Such fears and anxieties have encouraged researchers 

to focus on ASD as reactions to mercury, thimerosal, gluten, casein, or vaccination 

overload. As such, audiences' fears shape research agendas, which, in turn, shape 

contemporary public discourses about ASD-and, inversely, research agendas shape 

contemporary understandings and metaphors in popular culture. Komesaroff explains that 

"we know from a half-century of investigations in the philosophy ·of science [that] what 

counts a truth in scientific theories is influenced by variables that are subject to social and 

historical determinations" ( 4 ). Culture and medicine are interdependent: "The technical 

outcomes of medicine and its conceptual forms may convey far-reaching social effects; 

conversely, the social forms find their expression in both medicine's theoretical structures 

and its practical techniques" (5). Komesaroffargues: 

Both medicine and biological science-which lays claim to being the 

contemporary form of the theory of nature relevant to medicine-are 

inseparable from the epistemological and metaphysical assumptions on 

which they are based. These assumptions, furthermore, which admittedly 

are installed at a deep level of the culture and are often not accessible to 

163 



individual scientists, are themselves coupled to ethical perspectives. 

Indeed, [ ... ] there are underlying ethical predispositions from which a 

whole culture cannot be dissociated: they form our traditions and our 

attitudes and "shape our historical being." ( 4) 

Because scientists and the medical community operate in society, their research is 

not without influence by external, social factors. As Komesaroff notes, "medicine is not 

just an adjunct to the culture, a tool or an implement produced by it; rather, it itself 

contributes actively to cultural development and change." As such, "The 'object' of 

medicine is the human body. [ ... ]It is not[ ... ] simply an inert object of scientific 

knowledge or therapeutic action" (Komesaroff 14). Returning to the study of discourse 

and disability, Komesaroff reiterates, "The body is an effect of the extant, culturally 

contingent forms of discourse within which medicine operates and which also find 

expression in the contemporaneous political forms" (15). 

Since rhetoric shapes research agendas regarding ASD, researchers as well as 

autistic individuals engage in a performance of sorts-in this case, researchers perform 

their studies based on the identification of autistic individuals as living computers. 

Computers do not act based on internal motivation or without consciousness; as such, 

autistic individuals are objectified and, in turn, are more likely to be subjected to painful, 

cruel, degrading, and inhumane treatments and conditions under the auspices that such 

medicinal, psychiatric, and psychological "therapies" that might "cure" or "recover" an 

individual from an ASD. Organizations such as Safe Minds, Generation Rescue, and 
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DAN! endorse "therapies" such as chelation, gluten-free and casein-free diets, probiotics, 

detoxifications, and digestive enzymes to "completely recover" children from their ASD 

(Generation Rescue). Some residential treatment schools offer painful reinforcers such as 

a way of deterring autistic individuals from engaging in certain, sometimes aggressive, 

behaviors. Some of these "treatments" for autism that can only be described as cruel 

include "water squirts, pinching, spanking, 'aromatic ammonia,' mechanical restraints, and 

helmets with visual screens, and white noise masks to punish what it considers to be 

undesirable behavior" (Joyce). The Judge Rotenberg Center in Massachusetts, for 

instance, administers "skin shocks"40 as a means of stemming adverse behaviors in its 

autistic patients. While the Judge Rotenberg Center argues that the risks or intrusiveness 

of aversive therapy with skin-shock offers several benefits considering "the risks of other 

alternatives, such as psychotropic drugs" ("Response to Mother Jones Article, 'School of 

Shock"'), State Senator Bryan A. Joyce notes in his condemnation of the practice before 

the Massachusetts' State Senate: "We don't allow shock therapy on prisoners, and yet we 

condone this barbaric practice on children" (Joyce). 

However, treatments such as chelation, probiotics, and detoxifications have harmed 

and even killed some autistic individuals. Five year-old Tariq Nadama died on August 23, 

2005, at the Advanced Integrative Medicine Center in Portersville, Pennsylvania, after he 

40 "Skin shocks" are described by the Judge Rotenburg Center as "a brief(2-second) application [ofa shock] 
to the surface of the skin, typically on the arm or leg. It feels like a hard pinch and has no significant side 
effects. The procedure, when combined with a program that is overwhelmingly based on rewards and 
educational procedures, enables-JRC to take students off of all psychotropic medication and give them an 
education for the first time in their lives" ("Response to Mother Jones Article, 'School of Shock"'). 
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suffered a heart attack while undergoing chelation therapy. During the procedure, Tariq 

was forcibly restrained by Dr. Ron Kerry's staff while they injected 

ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA) into his bloodstream. Unfortunately, EDT A 

"doesn't bind only to mercury; it also binds to calcium, which is import~nt in conducting 

electrical impulses within the heart. When Tariq's calcium levels dropped precipitously, 

his heart stopped beating" (Offit 14 7). Another "alternative treatment" for autism includes 

exorcisms, like the one performed at Temple Church in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on August 

22, 2003, that left an eight year-old autistic boy, Terrence Cottrell, dead. During the 

exorcism, Cottrell's mother and other parishioners held down Cottrell's feet, arms, and 

head whi]e the preacher, Ray Hemphill, pressed his knee into the boy's chest; after two 

hours, Hemphill raised himself up, but Cottrell was already dead. Hemphill explained that 

they were ':just praying for him and asking God to deliver him from the spirit that he had. 

[ ... ] The little boy had spirits in him, and we was asking God to deliver him." According to 

Hemphill, the prayers were in accordance with Matthew 12:43: "When an evil spirit comes 

out of a man, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it" (qtd in "Autistic 

Boy Dies at Faith Healing Service"). 

Additionally, the identification of autistic individuals as anything other than human 

furthers the misconception that autistic individuals possess neither Jhe capacity to value 

their own existence and experiences nor the capacity to experience the full range of human 

emotions, including empathy, pain, suffering, love, and desire. Such misconceptions in 

conjunction with the rhetorics of tragedy and despair are often invoked to discuss cognitive 
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impairments that further justify the many documented and undocumented crimes 

committed against autistic individuals. While there is no denying the stresses that parents, 

caregivers, educators, and autistic individuals experience-after all, some severely affected 

autistic individuals bite, slap, and punch themselves and others, gouge their eyes, and run 

headfirst into walls-many have, unfortunately, killed or hurt autistic individuals. 

Unfortunately, multiple cases of homicide have been reported in recent years. For 

example, on May I 3, 2006, Katie McCarron was suffocated with a plastic bag by her 

mother, a pathologist from Penkin, Illinois, who told police investigators, "Nothing is 

going to help and it's not going to make any difference. [I] just wanted to end my pain and 

Katie's pain" (qtd in Offit 5). On May 24, 2006, nineteen year-old Christopher DeGroot 

died as a result of the burns he sustained over ninety percent of his body after he was 

locked inside a burning apartment by his parents (Peterson). Former assistant secretary of 

commerce William Lash III shot and killed his twelve year-old autistic son at their home in 

their McLean, Virginia, on July 14, 2006, before turning the gun on himself (Jackman and 

McCrummen). Ulysses Stable, a twelve year-old boy with severe autism was stabbed to 

death by his father, Jose Stable, in the Bronx, New York, on November 22, 2006 (Baker 

and Kaufman). Sadly, such crimes illustrate how parents can be "moved beyond reason 

and sanity" and no longer identify their children as human beings. 

Likewise, autistic individuals are expected to act or perform certain behaviors 

typical of those identified as autistic and face expectations in regard to their abilities and 

competencies from their families, caregivers, doctors, educators, and researchers, all of 
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whom have separate-and often conflicting-agendas. These expectations often reflect 

the pervasiveness of such identifications and the stigmas autistic individuals who challenge 

such identifications face. In regard to this study, autistic individuals are often expected to 

fit the identification of the savant or the cyborg, and when they do not conform to such 

identifications, autistic individuals face criticisms that they are "not really autistic" or "not 

autistic enough." Autistic individuals have faced enormous scrutiny for being "too 

functional" by being able to read, write, and even live independently. These individuals 

certainly do not embody the perceived notion of the autistic as an unfeeling, vacant living 

robot but instead share their thoughts, ambitions, desires, frustrations, and fears through 

media. Amanda Baggs, for instance, has faced constant criticism from bloggers like John 

Best for being "not autistic enough." 

T~mple Grandin's books and scholarship have often been met with suspicion 

because she does not adhere to the deficit model of how an autistic person ought to be: she 

is not the "person alone" living without friendship or love; she lives independently and 

maintains a full-time job; she is educated and expresses herself and her needs; and she does 

not express concerns that she is "damaged" by biologi?al, chemical, or environmental 

poisons, nor does she advocate for such views of ASD. However, Grandin does not 

"perform" like some perceive an autistic individual ought: in response to Grandin' s book 

Emergence, Happe expresses "doubt" as to_ "those passages whfoh are more interesting and 

challenging to our ideas about autism" (Grandin 209). 
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Other individuals who discuss their frustrations include DJ Savarese in his father 

Ralph James Savarese's memoir Reasonable People. In the book's final chapter-written 

by DJ-he describes in his own words the frustrations he experiences being dismissed, 

ignored, and abused because he was identified as mentally impaired and required 

facilitated communication (FC).41 Rather than offer DJ the services he needed, the school 

district-among others-deemed his abilities, via facilitated communication, to be too 

"functional" for someone with autism. Instead, the school district dismissed DJ's needs for 

facilitations and placed him in classes that were below his academic abilities. DJ 

comments on his frustrations with those who underestimate his abilities in his father's 

book: 

41 Facilitated Communication (FC) is the controversial therapy introduced in 1990 by Doug Biklen, a 
professor of special education at Syracuse, that involves a facilitator guiding or applying pressure to the 
hand, shoulder, or elbow, for instance, of an autistic individual to help him or her point to letters on an 
alphabet board or to type on a computer keyboard (Offit 6). While the therapy was once heralded as a 
miracle for autistic individuals who, it seemed, could communicate with others through alphabet or 
keyboards. FC received national scrutiny when autistic individuals in Texas, California, Georgia, Indiana, 
Oklahoma, and New York accused their parents and caregivers of sexual abuse ( I 0). The most notable was 
Betsy Wheaton, a seventeen year-old girl, who accused her father, mother, grandparents, and brother of 
sexual abuse. During the criminal investigations against Wheaton's family, Wheaton and her facilitator 
underwent a series of tests to determine who was actually doing the communication: "Betsy and her 
facilitator were both shown a picture of a key, [and] Betsy typed the word key. But when Betsy was shown a 
picture of a cup and her facilitator was shown a picture of a hat, Betsy typed the word hat. Clearly, the 
facilitator was subconsciously doing the typing" (Offit I 0- I). Following these results, twelve separate 
studies were conducted and FC was overwhelmingly dismissed after each study indicated that facilitators 
were the ones unconsciously "communicating" (11 ). While studies have discredited the legitimacy of FC, 
others have argued that FC cannot be quantifiably dismissed as a legitimate therapy. Through years of 
practice and guidance, supporters of FC argue that autistic individuals can learn to point or type 
independently in order to communicate with others. Ralph James Savarese, for instance, discusses at length 
his son DJ's experiences with FC in Savarese's memoir Reasonable People: A Memoir of Autism and 
Adoption; for DJ, FC has enabled him to learn to type independently and to be mainstreamed with his peers 
at school. Savarese argues that, despite its checkered past, FC offers a communication system for those who 
might be "otherwise discarded by the medical and educational professions" (xxv). 
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Years ago, testing hurt my bright future, but testing is very much over now. 

No one can create me as retarded or sad. I was created before by my hurt, 

but nice years have let my unhurt self be free. It was sad being treated like 

vermin, but I'm happy being politely respected now. (Savarese 437) 

Despite the criticisms launched at FC as discussed earlier in this study, Ralph 

James Savarese argues that such dismissals reflect the pervasive constructions of autistic 

individuals as mentally incompetent. While many autistic individuals move beyond 

having facilitators guide or touch their hands and instead only require facilitators to apply 

pressure to their shoulders or feet, Savarese argues that sweeping dismissals of the benefits 

of FC reflect a disbelief in the competencies of autistic individuals ( 459). Savarese cites 

prominent critic of FC Diane Twachtman-Cullen's book Passion to Believe as indicative of 

the ways in which autistic individuals are stigmatized and discredited if they do not adhere 

to the overwhelmingly pervasive view that autistic individuals are little more than hollow, 

vacant shells. Despite the abilities of autistic individuals who type independently because 

of their years of practice using FC, Twachtman-Cullen dismisses such abilities as rare and 

unique because they do not reflect the current research and thinking regarding the abilities 

of autistic individuals. As she notes in an email exchange with Savarese, 

I have never argued with independent typing. It is, however, relatively rare. 

[ ... ] I don't dispute that there are people who have learned to type 

independently. I applaud their efforts. Unfortunately, there are probably 
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many more whose facilitated messages have done far more harm than good 

to innocent people. ( qtd in Savarese 459) 

Savarese is critical of Twachtman-Cullen's dismissal of FC because such critics fail to 

address the issue of giving nonspeaking kids a communication system, "one whose validity 

has increasingly been borne out by the eventual achievement of independent typing" ( 459). 

As Savarese explains, 

The fact of fallacious messages doesn't necessarily reflect badly on the 

technique itself but on the expectation of sudden, miraculous results. I, too, 

am suspicious of the miracle narrative, preferring instead the notion of a 

long, slow march toward literacy proprioceptive awareness and 

communication. ( 459) 

Likewise, autistic individuals like Tito Rajarshi Mukhopadhyay, who type 

independently, challenge identifications of autistic individuals as living computers without 

introspection or emotion. Mukhopadhyay has written of his experiences as autistic in his 

books How Can I Talk if My Lips Don't Move: Inside My Autistic Mind, The Mind Tree: 

A Miraculous Child Breaks the Silence of Autism, and Beyond the Silence: My Life, The 

World, and Autism and how his tantrums and outbursts, for instance, made psychiatrists 

suspicious of his intelligence. As Mukhopadhyay writes, the doctors concluded that there 

"was no use of teaching [me], as [I] may not be able to write" (The Mind Tree 43). 

Despite his mother's objections that Mukhopadhyay was literate in three languages, 

doctors assured her that he couldn't write because he could not verbally speak. 
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Mukhopadhyay, though, describes himself as two "different selves"-one who resembles 

what others expect or want him to be and one who is autistic: 

One was the complete one-the thinking self-which was filled with 

learnings and feelings. It could feel the sorrows, joys and satisfaction. [ ... ] 

The other self was the acting self that behaved and had no self-control. It 

was weird and full of actions. The actions which this self displayed, were 

not symmetrical with his thoughts. His well-wishers told that it was not 

proper to do this or that. For example, picking food from someone else's 

plate was not good. Others would think that the boy had been told nothing 

about manners, specially [sic] when he was growing up. I must specify this 

point. He would pick up any object that attracted his physical self, through 

its colour, smell and appearance. [ ... ] The two selves stayed in their own 

selves, isolated from each other. (77-8) 

As Mukhopadhyay's books illustrate, the controversies surrounding FC-that such 

complex and introspective thoughts must be attributed to the facilitator-illustrates the 

pervasiveness of the identification of autistic individuals as living computers or cyborgs. 

After all, computers, cyborgs, and robots engage in motions without internalized motive or 

cause. Still, such identifications further perceptions of autistic individuals as devoid of 

human emotion, empathy, or the ability to understand and communicate in the world, a 

conclusion that the first person accounts of autistic individuals discredits. 
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As this chapter has shown, the identification of autistic individuals as living 

computers reflects twenty-first century audiences' anxieties regarding advanced science 

and technology. Such anxieties are illustrated in discourses that associate ASD with 

biological, chemical, and environmental agents. While no conclusive research associates 

ASD with the MMR vaccines, mercury, or leaky guts, the general public's mistrust of 

scientists has encouraged its own acceptance of and reverence for celebrity endorsements 

of such theories. As a result, the general public's fears and mistrust furthers scientific 

research agendas that link ASD with biological, chemical, and environmental harm. Such 

research agendas reiterate for audiences the validity of the identification of autistic 

individuals as living computers. While this study has identified several important 

consequences of this identification, further research into the rhetoric surrounding ASD is 

warranted. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study has been, first, to connect Disability Studies to Burke's 

theory of identification and to offer scholars a "rhetorical space" from which to theorize 

and comment on issues related to impairment and disability. Foucault's research on 

knowledge, power, and discourse has been useful in theorizing on the practices that 

stigmatize those with disabilities and offers a theoretical position from which disability 

rights scholars can counter the medicalized discourses that have primarily shaped the 

dialogue about disability. However, as this study has illustrated, the appropriation of 

Foucault's research to scholarship that emphasizes first-person perspectives is problematic 

for nondisabled scholars who still seek to further the aims of the DRM, especially for 

scholars interested in the representation of cognitive disabilities. This study, then, argues 

that Burke's theory of identification and terministic screen offers a methodology for 

nondisabled scholars to explore the discourses about disability and further the objectives of 

the ORM. 

An analysis, then, of Burke's theory of rhetoric reveals that the identification of the 

autistic individual as living computer (i.e., savant or cyborg) reflects contemporary 

anxieties regarding scientific and technological advancements and the potential for 

biological and chemical ham1. The identification of the autistic individual as living 

computer reflects, likewise, contemporary strategies for understanding the complexity and 
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mystique of autism spectrum disorders; however, such identifications further the 

misconceptions that autistic individuals are incapable of recognizing and reciprocating 

empathy or affection. These misconceptions further stigmatize autistic individuals and 

validate experimental, unfounded, and harmful treatments for ASD. 

This study illustrates also the figurative "rabbit hole" of possibilities for further 

research Burke's research offers Disability Studies, particularly scholars of cognitive 

disabilities. As noted earlier, Burke's "terministic screens" offer a particularly effective 

method for understanding the ways in which language shapes perspectives and motivations 

in order to examine specific perspectives or angles of vision. While this study focused on 

the identification of the autistic individual as living computer in public discourses, future 

scholarship could explore the diagnoses, treatments, and representations of ASD as 

"performance" or "drama." If, as noted earlier in this dissertation, all discourses are a 

'"reflection," "selection" and "deflection" (Burke, Language as Symbolic Action 45), then 

pedantic analyses would offer opportunities to explore the varied and simultaneous 

motivations that cannot be reduced to individual factors or circumstances. Pedantic 

examinations of various terministic screens through the perspectives of the "cognitively 

disabled" or "Disability Rights" community, for instance, would offer entirely different 

understandings of motive than if one were to examine the terministic screens of local 

governments or educators. Burke's "dramatism" would encourage scholars to consider 

"the matter of motives in a perspective that, being developed from the analysis of drama, 

treats language and thought primarily as modes of action" (A Grammar of Motives xxii). 
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After all, autism as a diagnosis is performative. Actors in this "drama" must 

interact with each other to fulfill their own objectives and each actor operates based on his 

or her own set of expectations and objectives, all of which often conflict with each other. 

As Davis explains, "One aspect of such interaction is that when categories such as [ ... ] 

autism come into being new ways of acting are thereby created. The very existence of the 

category affords new possibilities for ways of acting" (Bending Over Backwards 5). 

Burke's research illustrates the significance of the "drama" of autism, especially when that 

drama is reflected through medicalized, socialized, educational, and familial terministic 

screens. 

Additionally, further research that explores Burke's theory of identification and the 

so-called "autism epidemic" has not been explored previously. While the discourses about 

the autism epidemic have tended to be fatalistic, how might these discourses, when 

explored rhetorically, reflect what Ian Hacking identifies as "biolooping"? Specifically, 

Hacking identifies ASD is an "interactive kind" of medical taxonomy in which the very act 

of classifying one as "autistic" effects how those classified are treated. Classifying one as 

autistic involves, then, a kind of "looping effect." As Hacking explains, "We think of 

these kinds of people as given, as definite classes defined by definite properties [ ... ] But 

[ ... ] they are moving targets because our investigations interact with the targets 

themselves, and change them [ ... ]. That is the looping effect" (Hacking). Hacking refers 

to this idea of "making up people" as "biolooping," a classificatory process that reflects 

how our mental states affect us biologically. As Andrew Davis explains, biolooping is "a 
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kind of classification that leads to a type of treatment, this in turn altering behaviour 

patterns which finally results in changes in neurological activity" (8). 

Finally, as discussed earlier in this study, scholarship on cognitive disabilities is 

significantly lacking in proportion to research on other areas of disability rights, culture, 

and identity. This study illustrates a significant division between the autism community 

and Disability Studies.42 For example, a review of the program for the 2009 Society for 

Disability Studies conference features two panels devoted specifically to autism-related 

issues, and overall, issues related to cognitive disabilities is markedly underrepresented43 

("SOS 2009 Conference Schedule: Our Time"). Likewise, the lack of representation by 

scholars in Disability Studies is noted at autism conferences. Chew describes the obvious ·· 

omission of the larger disability community on her blog: 

At the Mega conference, there were mostly vendor booths from 1) disability 

rights organizations such as Disability Rights Oregon and the State 

Independent Living Council, 2) disability-positive service or research 

organizations such as Oregon ARC and the 0100, 3) assistive technology 

companies, selling everything from ergonomic keyboards to telephones to 

toys ... and then there were the autism-related booths. All about snake oil, 

42 While this study has illustrated the need for more research in Disability Studies on cognitive disabilities, it 
is worth noting other research that has been recently published or is in the works. Mark Osteen recently 
published his edited collection Autism and Representation (2007) with essays that explore how autism has 
been represented in literature, film, and clinical discourses; Stuart Murray recently published Representing 
Autism: Culture, Narrative, and Fascination (2008) in which he discusses the representation of autism in film 
and literature; and Ralph Savarese is currently working on an upcoming special edition of Disability Studies 
Quarterly entirely related to ASD. 
43 Only four papers seem to address cognitive impairments. 
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pity, and panic. A harsh reminder of what disability rights groups have 

rallied against. There were 65 presentations given over the course of three 

days, on topics from community weaving to the ADA. Those which were 

not autism-specific included things like the joys of communication without 

speech, assistive technology, healthy lifestyles, empowerment, acceptance, 

and accessibility ... while the autism-specific presentations were about 

remediation, normalization, and intervention[ ... ]. It's as though autism has 

been left behind in a pre- l 960s, pre-civil rights era. Often I feel as though 

many people who work specifically with autism have no idea that we are 

part of a larger community-one that has fought and won some important 

civil rights battles, including initiating a cultural shift away from the 

attitudes that produce such demeaning treatment. What's up with that? And, 

way more importantly, how do we fix it? ("Division, Again, But of a 

Different Sort") 

Such sentiments are reiterated by commentators on the blog. Several adult autistic 

individuals noted their feelings of disconnect from the larger disability community and 

DRM. One commenter on Chew's blog, Mark Romoser, writes, 

Many people who live specifically with autism have no idea that we are part 

of a larger communityf I myself only fell into the cross-disability 

independent living communtiy [sic] by accident: I needed a job, and I saw a 

newspaper ad that mentioned "personal experience" with disability. Even at 
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the large annual disabilities conference we have out here, autism is always 

its own separate strand. I seldom go to it, actually, preferring to interact 

with intersting [sic] people who have different disabilities. ( qtd in Chew, 

"Division, Again, But of a Different Sort") 

Anemone Cerridwen agreed with Romoser' s posting and added that while national autism 

organizations such as the Autism Society of America have information packets for parents 

and caregivers of autistic children, many disability rights activists and their scholarship 

remains within university settings, unfortunately too far removed from the general public. 

As commenter, "Cerridwen," explains, 

I think a lot of the disability rights awareness happens at universities, and if 

you can't tap into that when you're at university (perhaps the disability 

centre is not accessible to autists [sic], for example?), then you're out of the 

loop. Also, the autists who have grown up with supports are still pretty 

young, and most 20-somethings don't want to think about their limitations 

much. I didn't. ( qtd in Chew, "Division, Again, But of a Different Sort") 

Despite the research cited in this study and those recently published and 

forthcoming, humanities-based research in cognitive disabilities is markedly limited. I do 

not mean to suggest that scholars within the discipline of Disability Studies are not 

interested in issues related to cognitive disabilities; however, as discussed in Chapter 1, 

emphasis on first-person perspectives does limit the scholarship about cognitive 

disabilities. While research by "higher-functioning" autistic individuals contributes to the 
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scholarship about cognitive disabilities, emphasizing first-person perspectives risks 

trivializing the limitations of those with severe or profound cognitive impairments. Since 

more humanities-focused research is needed to further the objectives of the ORM, Burke's 

work offers able-bodied, neurotypical researchers a "position" from which to observe and 

comment on issues related to disability, stigma, and society while avoiding the dilemma of 

objectifying and furthering stigmatizing research. 
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