15

CRITICAL AUTISM STUDIES (CAS).
Richard Woods.

Independent Scholar.

Nottingham.

United Kingdom.
Krysia Emily Waldock.

PhD Candidate.

Tizard Centre, University of Kent, Canterbury. 

United Kingdom. 
A. Synonyms

Critical Autism Studies; Emancipatory Autism Studies; Transformative Autism Studies (Woods et al 2018).

B. Definition

Introduction.
Critical Autism Studies (CAS) is the only autistic-led community of practice, within autism studies and it has a few proposed definitions. A recent article by notable autistic CAS scholars reviewed the main definitions and its’ ontology to propose a more inclusive approach to between autistic and non-autistic academics; the preferred definition put forward is:

“the ‘criticality’ comes from investigating power dynamics that operate in discourses around autism, questioning deficit-based definitions of autism, and being willing to consider the ways in which biology and culture intersect to produce ‘disability’.” (Waltz, 2014, p.1337).
For a discussion on the other primary CAS definitions, see Woods et al (2018). This essay outlines key concepts from disability studies and the nature of the neurodiversity movement before explaining explain how CAS is relevant to autism. The next section introduces disability studies and contextualising core ideas with examples relevant to current debates in autism.
Disability Studies.

Disability Studies started in the 1960s (Woods et al, 2018), and grew out of disability activism (Barnes, 2008; Goodley, 2011; Oliver, 2013; Thomas, 1999). Generating 2 terms and definitions that form a novel way of conceptualising disability, instead of the dominant medical model of disability; these are impairment and disability. Impairment is viewed as the loss functional ability within a person due to the presence of either: mental, physical and sensory impairment. Disability is the loss of opportunities that an impaired person experiences due to physical and social barriers due that prevent living a normal life (Goodley, 2011).
A focal point for disability campaigners is created by separating the biological aspects of impairment from the societal impact; it places the emphasis on adapting the environment to meet the needs of the individual. In this capacity the social model of disability is a tool, for locating barriers and removing them. Like all tools, it has consequences to its use, as it can be blunt in application. By definition an impaired person’s family are also made disabled if they lose opportunities due to the impairment. For instance if an autism parent has to sacrifice work to home school their child, the parent is made disabled. Some suggest the social model is a threat to the medical model. Contrarily, the social model encourages the use of approaches from other disability models, especially if they remove barriers to impaired person’s inclusion (Barnes, 2008). For instance, the social model encourages the use of inclusive practices, for instance if an autistic person requires augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) to participate in school activities, the AAC should be provided. Despite these positive aspects of the social model, it fails to explain the full nuances of lived experience and therefore other ideas are required.
Exploring theoretical approaches to disability, Carol Thomas made significant strides in conceptualising disability. One of Thomas’ concepts is Impairment Effects; the loss of activities resulting from the impairment, but are not by disability as viewed by the social model. Thomas also developed disableism, as a form of oppression that involves restricting opportunities for impaired persons. The negative impact of such treatment on an impaired wellbeing is called psycho-emotional disableism (Thomas, 1999). This can be viewed as part of the second wave of disability studies scholars. In contrast Fiona Campbell, approaching the cultural aspects of disability as part of Critical Disability Studies, coined ableism to investigate cultural structures and practices that reify the perfect human person, in the process impaired persons are viewed as diminished versions of this. Drawing upon critical race theory, Campbell proposed internalised ableism, as the processes when parts an oppressed (impaired) population demographic internalise discourses used to oppress them and then re-emit those discourses creating conflict between members of the oppressed group (Campbell, 2008).
Disability Studies scholarship is described as falling into a number of waves. The first wave Disability Studies originated in the 1980s to early 1990s, developing the social model and is a Sociology derivative (Barnes, 2008; Shakespeare, 2017). The second wave focused on critique of the social model, investigating lived experience of disabled persons and drawing upon other discourses like feminism. Finally, the third wave, also known as Critical Disability Studies, focuses on the cultural processes contributing to disability and thus drawing upon critical theory (Shakespeare, 2017). However, one can view Disability Studies being critical since its inception in the 1960s (Woods et al, 2018). Where CAS fits among these waves will be discussed later.
We have detailed core concepts and debates in Disability Studies. Now we highlight how their relevance to autism utilising the proposed autism subtype of Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA). The impairment would be high anxiety and the impairment effects would be the demand avoidance. For internalised ableism, PDA is the oppressive discourse that is being accepted and expressed by some autistic persons. During the 1980s psychologists sought for traits that are switched off in autistic persons, while switched on non-autistic persons (Fletcher-Watson and Happé, 2019). For PDA, the ability to comply with demands of everyday life and other’s demands are severely impaired; nonetheless, non-PDA persons the opposite is applicable. Thus, those who identify with PDA then re-emit the PDA discourse creating conflict within the autistic rights and neurodiversity movements. 
For disableism, an example would be when an autistic female is denied an autism diagnosis due to the male bias diagnostic profile; and so some are suggesting PDA is a female form of autism (Gould and Ashton-Smith, 2011), it can be used to remove the barrier to an autism diagnosis for some autistic females. In contrast, PDA has noted as a misdiagnosis for autistic females (Chown, 2017). PDA highlights the complex and sometimes pluripotential nature of disability studies concepts when applied to autism.
As disability rights and disability studies became mainstream the gains of the social model have receded (Barnes, 2008; Oliver, 2013). This is partly due to sustained academic challenge to the social model and to its adoption of a social model-light by disability charities (Oliver, 2013). Since 2007 financial crash, austerity measures concerted with disability legislation have eroded rights gained in previous decades and the latter is used to police impaired persons. (Berghs et al, 2019). Berghs and colleagues (ibid), went further to argue for a replacement of the social model, specifically a social model of human rights, to enable impaired persons to live full and flourishing lives that the social model has failed to produce. Autistic persons counter that the social model was never fully implemented for all impaired persons, especially autistic persons (Woods, 2017b). Such sentiments are supported by recent reports indicating autistic persons are being increasingly failed by society (All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism, 2019). Precisely where autistic rights movement and how autistic persons are treated by society will be discussed in the neurodiversity section.
This section has introduced core terms in disability studies and its history. The discipline evolved from sociology and has drawn heavily from outside areas, such as feminism and critical theory. We provided examples of how these terms apply to autism by utilising the proposed subtype PDA, such as how it is leading to internalised ableism among autistic persons. Finally, we discuss how the present treatment of impaired persons is leading to calls for a stronger social model of human rights.
Neurodiversity Movement.

This year is the twentieth birthday of neurodiversity, since Judy Singer’s seminal essay in disability studies. The concept proposed is built upon the social model of disability where impairments like Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder are perceived as natural variations of human diversity. Since then an entire movement has grown around the concept and it is primarily associated with autism, yet, it encompasses many other impairments. Indeed from its inception in the United Kingdom (UK) there have been substantial debates over conditions and thus who are encompassed by the term (Arnold 2017; Chown, 2019). Likewise, there is ongoing debate over the strongest theoretical position, with a minority utilising Biological Citizenship. This is based on genetic or biological citizens claiming rights on a diagnostic category or condition and is a medical model version (Runswick-Cole et al, 2016), not social model. Considering, these contradictory outlooks, there are often intense clashes among supporters of neurodiversity.

There is a complicated relationship between neurodiversity and the wider disability rights movements. This is reflected on how original disability rights movement focused on physical and sensory impairments (Chown, 2019). Although definition for impairment has been expanded to include mental impairments such those covered by neurodiversity movement (Goodley, 2011), the social model is not practiced for mental impairments (Woods, 2017b). Logically, those with mental impairments have since formed their own rights movement, which is centred on the neurodiversity paradigm (Chown, 2019).  Crucially, autistic rights movement and neurodiversity are separate and heterogeneous groupings with parallel endeavours (Woods et al, 2018). This variation between neurodiversity supporters is partly due to divergent developmental paths the movement has taken between the UK and North America (Arnold, 2017). A problem situated to UK neurodiversity movement, are the clashes between social model supporters and those who favour Biological Citizenship. The latter is favoured by those who identify with the proposed form of autism. Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) (Milton, 2018). 

Over the last several years, neurodiversity has been increasingly critiqued within the wider public (den Houting, 2019). Likewise the movement has come under sustained critique in (CAS) (Bolton, 2018; Guest, 2019; Runswick-Cole, 2014; Runswick-Cole et al, 2016; Woods et al, 2018). CAS is a community of practice that overlaps second and third wave disability studies, that focuses on the autism impairment label. An earlier attempt to stop these straw man attacks on the paradigm seems to have failed. Thus, a more rigorous response is needed. We do not repeat previous dialogues on the debate; instead highlighting the positive contributions of neurodiversity to CAS. The next section explores how neurodiversity paradigm and its supporters have provided core literature to the intrinsic characteristics of CAS.
Current Knowledge.
In order to explain how something has contributed to CAS, we need to know what its constituent traits are. The nature of CAS has been explored in a recent redefinition article, which posits CAS has the following characteristics:

“CAS definition must be inclusive, be critical, allow new lines of inquiry and have epistemological integrity; the latter is important for the discipline’s external acceptance.” (Woods et al, 2018, p977).

We now explain explore how neurodiversity supporters have provided key literature to these individual traits. First the article will explore these contributions that provide the Critical component of CAS’s name.

The origins of CAS are traced back to the birth of autistic self-advocacy, with Jim Sinclair’s speech “Don’t Mourn For Us” in 1993 (Woods et al, 2018). Sinclair challenges much of the pathologising discourses about autism and 6 years before Judy Singer’s seminal work. This indicates that autistic persons were looking for a movement to rally behind before neurodiversity existed. This is view is in line with the historic position that those with mental impairments had, of not being included in the wider disabled persons movement. Pertinently, since 1999 many autistic persons resonate with the neurodiversity paradigm and have been actively involved in CAS since its inception at academic events almost a decade ago (Woods et al, 2018). Such individuals in 2012 launched the only CAS journal; Autonomy, the Critical Journal of Interdisciplinary Autism Studies. The role of this journal in CAS will be discussed later. 

Over the last decade numerous neurodiversity supporters have been challenging the medical model perspectives of autism. For instance, Melanie Yergeau has produced numerous key texts to CAS; where she critiques various concepts like Theory of Mind to the behaviourist based intervention, Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) (2010; 2013; 2017). The primary motivation for such scholarship, is turn the source of problems experienced by autistic persons away from perceived faults located in autistic individuals, and instead onto wider societal processes. Arguably, the most famous example is Damian Milton’s Double Empathy Problem, that theorises the communication issues experienced with autistic persons, is the result of a mismatch of saliences between autistic and non-autistic individuals (Milton, 2017). This growing body of literature is pivotal to addressing the systemic oppression faced by autistic persons (Woods, 2017b), particularly considering the limited effectiveness of most autism strategies and interventions (Milton, 2017). Ironically, the one intervention shown to be effective with high quality evidence supports the Double Empathy Problem, as it seeks to synchronise behaviours between carer and autistic infant (Pickles et al, 2016). Through such critical perspectives autistic scholarship is providing a turning point to empower themselves.
Autistic persons frequently are aware of the limitations and flaws found within autism studies. One such limitation is that of an academic silo, this is when the disciplines form their own communities of practice and so not understanding the potential contributions other disciplines can make. To assist in breaking down these barriers between silos, autistic persons founded the only CAS journal; the autistic-led journal, Autonomy, the Critical Journal of Interdisciplinary Autism Studies (Arnold, 2012). Many would note there is a practice-to-research gap. However autistic scholarship has identified a theory-to-research-to-theory gap, with a lack of literature drawing upon autism cognitive theories (Chown, 2017).
Cross-pollinating disciplines is needed to help close the theory-to-research-to-practice gap by encouraging the use of broader theories in autism research.
Recently there are growing calls for participatory research on ethical and epistemic grounds (Milton, 2017; Woods and Waltz, 2019). Autistic research priorities tend to be in areas often overlooked by traditional research, such as support and services (Pellicano et al, 2014). Therefore, conducting inclusive research creates novel areas. Investigating the claims of a high profile journal, that we are in a new era of autism research, a preliminary study suggests that 3% of UK autism research is meeting autistic community wishes (Chown, 2019). With autistic persons being commonly unsupported, there is a pressing need for autism research to adopt an emancipatory ethos.
CAS scholarship contains many new lines of inquiry, not necessarily found in the main medical model based literature. Ranging from critique of historically autism research being typically poor quality and unethically, overstating the results (Dawson, 2004; Milton, 2017; Waltz, 2007), to analysing the activities of autism charities (Waltz, 2012; Rosenblatt, 2018). Pertinently, CAS draws upon third wave Disability Studies by analysing the cultural aspects contributing to autism. Important aspects include: (1) drawing upon feminism, CAS seeks to explore the experiences of autistic persons through intersectionality (Saxe, 2017; Strand, 2017); (2) How autism is used as a Foucauldian biopower to control individuals (McGuire, 2015; Moore, 2019); (3) How the construct of autism is commodified into a form of control, frequently to the benefit of non-autistic persons (Runswick-Cole et al, 2016; Woods, 2017a), for instance, how stigma around autism is intertwined with the processes that commodify the construct (Grinker, 2020); (4) to the cultural impact negative medical model based autism discourse, for instance are a factor in autism mercy killings (McGuire, 2016; Waltz, 2008), often this is when a carer kill their child, in the vein hope of killing their autism (McGuire, 2016). Through such novel authorship CAS questions how biology and culture interact to construct the diagnostic category of autism.
There is growing evidence from autistic academics and the autistic population that all autistic individuals’ mental health benefits from being in charge of their own lives, partially due to the pressures of conforming to societal demands (Milton and Moon, 2012; Milton, 2017; Stewart, 2012; Woods, 2017b). Autistic individuals also face additional societal pressures from psycho-emotional disablism (Milton, 2013; Milton and Lyte, 2012; Stewart, 2012; Woods, 2017b). For example camouflaging is linked to suicidal ideation in autistic persons (Cassidy et al, 2018). Societal pressures contribute the higher suicide rates and potentially higher rates of self-harming for autistic individuals (Maddox et al, 2017). It is clear there is a growing momentum to act on the turning point CAS provides, for autism studies to be autistic-led. 
Neurodiversity supporters’ perspectives are source of epistemic integrity to CAS; this is reflected in the growing evidence that corroborates anecdotal views. Autistic persons often question behaviourist based autism interpretations and interpretations (Dawson, 2004; Milton, 2017; Williams, 2018; Yergeau, 2017), especially aimed behaviourist approaches that are typically used on vulnerable autistic children. Crucially, such critique is gaining more evidence (Harte, 2019; Hassiotis et al, 2018; Kupferstein, 2018). Autistic persons frequently challenge the accuracy of functioning based labels and the negative effects they have for underestimating the challenges faced by all autistic persons. This is has recently been supported by a large scale quantitative study that indicates that IQ scores are an imprecise predictor functional abilities (Alvares et al, 2019). Comparable observations from good quality research noting how autism subtypes are clinically unstable and autism subtypes have similar prognosis (Happé, 2011); thus supporting autistic preferences for a single diagnostic category (Fletcher-Watson and Happé, 2019). The autistic autism theory, Monotropism Theory is viewed by many neurodiversity supporters as the strongest autism theory (Woods and Waltz, 2019). While it lacks direct empirical testing (Fletcher-Watson and Happé, 2019), it is supported by emerging qualitative research (Bertilsdotter-Rosqvist, 2019; Leatherland, 2019; Wood, 2019). Utilising the strength of autistic perspectives is crucial to the integrity of autism and helping to improve the quality of life for autistic persons.
A central theme to CAS is the inclusion of autistic perspectives throughout the research process. A misconception of the neurodiversity movement is that it only represents those who are “high functioning”. Contrastingly, one of its goals is to ensure all autistic persons (and their families) gain appropriate support (De Houting, 2019; Fletcher-Watson and Happé, 2019). After all under the social model of disability those around impaired persons are also made disabled by how society treats these vulnerable persons. Autistic persons are systematically oppressed. Consequently, this adversely affects autism parents through psycho-emotional disableism (Angell and Solomon, 2017; Macleod et al, 2017). 
There are numerous signs of this position. Firstly, neurodiversity supporters frequently argue for the inclusion of all autistic persons perspectives in autism research for epistemic and ethical grounds (Milton, 2017; Woods and Waltz, 2019). Secondly, Social model supporters have developed inclusive methodologies for under-represented autistic demographics, including those with Learning Disability, such as by Nicolaidis et al (2019), Bertilsdotter-Rosqvist et al (2019) Ridout (2014; 2016) and Stewart (2012). More recent inclusive methodologies are seen in CAS by other scholars; see Andrews and colleagues (2019) and Macleod (2019). Thirdly, The National Autistic Taskforce is composed of many neurodiversity supporters and it is a body specifically seeking to address shortcomings in practice for autistic persons and Learning Disability. Fourthly, neurodiversity inclined networks like the Participatory Autism Research Collective, hold annual conferences, in part to provide a platform for those who would not typically be heard. Through such practices, neurodiversity supporters are seeking to remove social barriers to the inclusion of all autistic persons.
One key notion when considering inclusiveness, which is key to CAS, is the recognition of the role of power. As aforementioned, there is an increasing number of autistic scholars and a growing number of publications; autistic academics ‘upset the apple cart’ in terms of power and further complicate notions of power and whose position is more dominant, as autistic people normally considered to be passive participants in research or assessment (Milton et al, 2019), rather than directing their own scholarship. This is in fitting with the intersectional nature of current movements, including fourth wave feminism (Evans 2013, p7) and more notably in this case, the autistic civil rights movement (Pountney, 2018). Against the backdrop of postmodernist notions of identity and being, we can truly appreciate the importance of examination of power in inclusive research. The Participatory Autism Research Collective and the current drive for ‘inclusive participatory research’ from scholars and activists alike (e.g. Chown et al, 2017; Fletcher-Watson et al, 2018; Bertilsdotter-Rosqvist et al, 2019) has called for reflexivity of standpoints from scholars and researchers, which is applicable to and necessary in CAS. Furthermore, examination of power and its impact on inclusion allows for further lines of inquiry to be considered, for example who may define what ‘good quality of life’ is for an autistic person (Waldock 2019), and whose agenda is being served (as discussed in Milton, 2017). This demonstrates the importance of recognising power as part of the inclusive dimension of CAS.  
This entry has explored what Critical Autism Studies and contextualising the background to this growing discipline of autism studies. Initially exploring key points of derivative of sociology, Disability Studies that CAS heavily draws upon. Subsequently, we discuss the nature of the neurodiversity movement and how this is both separate to and mutually supporting the autistic rights movement. In the final section, we detail how autistic academics have played a leading role to the emergence of CAS and their importance to the constituent parts of the discipline; “critical, allow new lines of inquiry and have epistemological integrity” (Woods et al, 2018, p p977). In the process we highlight the importance of CAS as being the only discipline of autism studies to be autistic-led due to the involvement of neurodiversity supporters.
Due to the myriad of topics covered in CAS, it is not possible for us to provide more than this descriptive overview of the discipline and we encourage readers to explore the recommended reading. Moreover, with the growing trend away from tokenistic autism research, by its nature as an autistic-led discipline, it will continue to gain traction in wider autism studies; in the process helping to break down the barriers between academic silos common in broader scholarship (Arnold, 2012). Future directions for the discipline are likely to focus on inclusive research practices, questioning pathologising conceptualisations of autism and thus being the pivot for improved quality of life for all autistic persons.
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