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Throughout this text, I will formally state my intentions for future visual research. As guidance, this document will investigate three chosen key words; sensory, self-expression and stigmatisation. The reasoning behind these designated key words is to allow myself to branch out and delve deeper into the subject of interest. The substance of this document will question the relationship between the neurodivergent experience and visual creation. From the view-point of an individual on the Autism Spectrum, I feel obliged to investigate this subject matter, especially as a practitioner. I aim to formulate a ‘question’, employing gathered information to aid my proposal for future experimentation. This essay will address autism and neurodiversity, in a societal and creative context. These subjects will be approach through the discussion of thinkers and artists who contribute to this field.

Neurodiversity describes the varying ways the brain is structured, compared to what society deems as the norm. Those who identify under this umbrella term will experience sensitivities towards various aspects of everyday life. As a result, they will encounter hyper and hypo-sensitivity towards stimuli (Jones et al., 2003). From the perspective of an autistic individual, which will be predominantly discussed throughout my study, my interactivity in relation to the surrounding environment heavily impacts my ability to function “normally”. Society is built with neurotypicals in mind, hence why neurodivergent adults, and children struggle to co-operate with a world that undermines their atypical lifestyle. In an ideal world, a neutral environment which is consistent would allow the neurodiverse to function accordingly (Kinnaer et al, 2015).

Autism Spectrum Disorder, formally recognised as Asperger’s Syndrome and characterised to “ASD”, is a neurodevelopmental disorder which primarily affects one’s social capabilities and sensory experience, both positive and negative. Like most neurotypes, there is no defined experience due to a diverse hyper and hypo response to stimuli amongst the diagnosed, which is why it is expressed as a spectrum (NIH, 2023). In addition to psychological disadvantages, autistic people are prone to engage with specific interests which cultivates self-confidence and allows emotional regulation (NHS, no date). When comparing the neurodiverse brain to the neurotypical, it is important to recognise it’s functionality. Ann Memmott proposes the Roundabout Hypothesis (2018), where they visualise the brain as a traffic rotary. Memmott depicted the neurotypical brain as a near-vacant roundabout, noting its ease of process, and juxtaposes the neurodiverse brain as a high-trafficked roundabout, demonstrating the overload of information that a neurodivergent would struggle to manage efficiently. Memmott’s hypothesis simplifies the complex cognitive behaviours of those living with developmental disorders.

To begin my inquiry, I will introduce the first key word; sensory. As previously mentioned, autism is described as a “spectrum”, which amalgamates the severely diverse ways in which it is experienced. Sensory perception routes from the senses, most commonly through textural and auditory responses. Having considered this, the stimulating aspects of the surrounding environment disrupts an autistic person’s ability to live comfortably. From the viewpoint of a practicing photographer, the way my body interacts with a given space impacts my process of creation.
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To give an example, I will put my work forward. On the left (fig. 1) is a photograph taken in a space that is absent of overwhelming stimuli. The location in question is open and within an outdoor setting, which satisfies my means to navigate. I am able to focus on composition and subject matter when there is inadequate distraction. In contrast, the sequenced photograph    (fig. 2) is situated in a high-capacity, public space which triggers discomfort. As a consequence, the photograph appears out-of-focus, and the composition is not considered; the photograph seems rushed to an extent. Reiterating on the Roundabout Hypothesis, Memmott’s proposal can be applied to a fine art and image-making context; how the volume of stimulation impacts process and methodology. 

On the parallel of sensory experience, those on the Autism Spectrum will engage with activities and behaviours that fulfil their sensory needs and as a coping mechanism, often referred to as “sensory-seeking” (Ashburner et al, 2008). Undertaking positive sensory tasks act as an escape from the unpredictability of unwanted stimulation. 

“A desire for predictability and control over sensory stimuli was commonly described to effect how sensory stimuli is experienced” 
(MacLennan et al., 2021, p. 3069)

In a case study, carried out in association with the Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, it was found that predictability plays a crucial role in how sensory is perceived. For instance, a person can play high-volume music through a headset, at their own will, and feel at ease. On the other hand, they could enter a room where loud music unexpectedly fills the space, leading to them feeling overwhelmed. The key factor that differentiates these two scenarios is control. The level of control an autistic person has will determine their emotional response.

The next key word at hand is stigmatisation. The present world views difference as something to be frowned upon. Like many marginalised communities, a scarcity of understanding and structural inequality leads to untrue, and often negative connotations (Frost, 2011). The manner in which autism is portrayed within media, such as televised broadcasting and film, feeds into stereotyping, given its accessibility to the public. 
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Sheldon Cooper, from the American sit-com The Big Bang Theory (2007-19), is heavily discussed when considering autistic representation in mainstream television. Portrayed by Jim Parsons, Cooper’s abnormal characteristics and sensory hypersensitivities play a large role in the show’s storylines. Cooper sits within the “Hollywood Autism” trope, which is partly responsible for the way autism is misrepresented and assumed amongst the general population (Jones, 2021). The conundrum about this common trope is that writers and directors target a minority when representing autism in mainstream media; the “genius savant”. As previously stated, the autistic experience is diverse, so gravitating towards a singular percentile creates an unrealistic narrative (SSM Health, no date), which consumers absorb as accurate portrayals. Across the show’s twelve-season run, the character is also presented as ignorant and child-like, which leads to the vilification of Cooper’s behavioural differences, amongst the surrounding cast. Taking the show’s popularity and longevity into account, the attitudes projected by the neighbouring ensemble may impact how audiences approach neurodiverse people; viewing their behaviours as unacceptable. Though an  official diagnosis is not present within the canon of The Big Bang Theory, alongside the writers’ denial, Sheldon Cooper has become a key figure for stereotypical autistic representation in pop culture.
Additionally to representation in entertainment, growth in stigma rises when it comes directly from established organisations, that the unlearned eye would accept as trustworthy. Autism Speaks is a high-profile organisation that strives in the advocacy of autism. Having said this, their reputation has become tarnished in regard to the autistic community, due to their accused perpetuation against what they supposedly advocate for (Rosenblatt, 2022). Relaying on autistic presentation in media, I am Autism (2009) was an advertisement produced on behalf of Autism Speaks, which showcases an amplified depiction of autistic individuals and their families. 
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The video features candid footage of autistic children coincided with a spoken dialogue, which has an ominous presence. The narrator, playing the role of “autism”, describes the neurodevelopmental disorder like a wicked spirit. 
“And if you’re happily married, I will make sure that your marriage fails”
“Your money will fall into my hands, and I will bankrupt you for my own self-gain”
“I will fight to take away your hope”
“And the truth is, I am still winning, and you are scared. And you should be”
(Cuaron, A., 2009. I am Autism)

The narrative throughout the short-video reinforces the ideology that autistic children are a burden on the families. The language used is gloom-ridden and dehumanising; the children are reduced to “autism”, as a being. It is implied that the mere existence of autistic children and adults is something to be dealt with. The focus is set on the impact of autism on parents – which is a valid point – however, the well-being of those on the spectrum is completely disregarded. Campaigns under similar pretences as I am Autism create an inflated stance on what living with an autistic child is like, treating them like an alien species. Throughout media, organisations display an overstated perception of neurodiverse individuals as a way of pushing their agenda onto the population (Maich, 2014).
In society, past and present, neurodiverse and disabled individuals are cast-aside because neurotypicals see difference as a threat to normality. “Eugenics” describes the study of increasing desirable characteristics within the human population, singling-out minority groups. A common eugenical practice which targets neurodiverse people is “Applied Behavioural Analysis”. Abbreviated to ABA, Applied Behavioural Analysis promotes the correction of abnormal habits, in relation to the neurodiverse brain; this involves the manipulation of social and communication skills. Its process revolves around positive reinforcement strategies in an effort to encourage “normal” behaviour (Devita-Raeburn, 2016).
The ethicality of ABA has been scrutinised as the cruel methodologies have come to light. To give an example, a strategy known as Quiet Hands demonstrates a brutal procedure of behavioural alteration. In this method, the autistic subject is commanded “quiet hands”, whilst stimming. If they show refusal, their hands are forced still. Since learning the importance of stimming as a mechanism for emotional regulation (Kapp et al, 2019), compliance-based strategies such as Quiet Hands have been shown disapproval by professionals, as well as the community. The practice and involvement of ABA reinforces the stigma that neurodevelopmental disorders need to be fixed (Kapp et al, 2019).
Autistic people can live happy and fulfilling lives. Members of the autistic community will agree that the need for a cure is unnecessary. What should be prioritised is supporting their mental-wellbeing, not re-formulating their brain chemistry. 

Finally, I will discuss my third key word; self-expression. All forms of creative expression are deeply connected to the human psyche, which is why artists alike have utilised it as an outlet for the deepest thoughts. Those on the Autism Spectrum will often lean towards creative practices that allow them to engage with their intrusive experiences and feelings (Round et al, 2017), including those who are non-verbal or live with alexithymia; Alexithymia refers to the incapability to physically project, or describe an emotional response through body language, impacting 1 in 5 autistic people worldwide (Autistica, no date). The many forms in which art entails act as various languages that neurodiverse individuals apply to communicate.
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Liam’s World (Lefevre, 2014) is a photographic series which documents Lefevre’s 19-year-old autistic brother, Liam. Accompanied with the imagery are hand-written statements by Liam, which convey his feelings within the presented scenario. Linking back to the previous key word, Liam’s World proposes a realistic depiction of autism, compared to how it is emphasised to the public. The choice to incorporate hand-written text, as opposed to typography, is detrimental as the words are coming directly from Liam, not relayed. The image (fig. 5) reveals an unseen and unmasked portrayal of an autistic person. Liam appears comfortable, especially given the interior setting.
This series is taken from the perspective of a relative, someone who is compassionate about their abnormal behaviour. Referring back to Autism Speaks’ I am Autism campaign, Liam’s World unveils a humanising representation, presenting the autistic person as a cherished family member. I am Autism juxtaposes this, insinuating them as a burden.
A reason as to why autistic people are drawn to the creative field is due to their attention to detail, and the need to outlet their internalised emotions through a non-communitive medium. The theory known as Photovoice methodises imagery to allow a greater understanding of one’s emotions and gives a voice to the often silent (Gordon, 2017). In an investigation carried out by Uschi Klein, four autistic participants are employed to take photographs around their everyday surroundings, revealing that the camera acts as an extension of experience and perception (Klein, 2020). 
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The visual responses proposed by the participants reveal to us how autistic people spectate the world around them. 
“When I go out to photograph, it’s an enjoyable thing to do; just to focus on seeing nice stuff, nice compositions, and it’s relaxing because it blocks out other sensations doing this, nothing else.”
Participant named Vincent (Klein, U., 2020, p. 14)
Referring to Vincent’s outcome (fig. 6), the camera creates a disconnection between the real world and the operator, in this context, an autistic person. Through the use of a camera or any other creative instrument, the artist is able to eradicate a space of any overstimulation by freezing it within a frame. Vincent finds pleasure when partaking in photographing his territory. Doing so, he is able to focus on the structural characteristics, compared to what would bring him discomfort. 
Klein states;
“His vision was directly focused on the light in the treetops, implying that exercising control over his perception provides pleasure and relief in his experience of ASD.”
(Klein, U., 2020, p. 15)
Speaking from personal experience, studying photography has allowed me to perceive the world in an entirely new manner. Throughout my visual work, it is clear to the audience what subject matter interests me. Whilst overstimulation will always be present within crowded spaces, seeing through the lens gives me a purpose, rather than existing as a bystander.

Post diagnosis, many autistic people, like myself, re-evaluate their lives prior to their found knowledge. The reflection period considers how the pre-diagnosed person interacted with stimuli and social scenarios, predominantly throughout childhood. To speak on my re-assessment, I have acknowledged feeling “different” to my surrounding peers yet being unable to give a reason. I never truly felt like myself when interacting with others outside of my family, as if I were putting on a façade. I recall a constant inner monologue and a struggle to physically express my emotions through body language. At the time, my views on what autism entailed were skewed, due to how it had been displayed to me across media representation.
It was questioned whether a label would “fix” these traits of mine. Though these attributes remain, comfort was found with confirmation. I am aware of the masked personas I display amongst different people and understand my reasoning for doing so. I know I am not alone in my struggles due a large community of people who experience similar sensitivities to myself. I have harnessed a greater understanding of the person I am and the way my body responds to stimulation.
I began my photographic journey never once considering the vital role it would play in my future. What drew me to pursue this medium was the realisation of being a visual learner; it is a subject I appeared to excel at during my time in education. In the present day, the camera functions as a vocal instrument and a compass, as I continue to navigate a world of complexity.

Throughout this study, the abnormal sensory and societal experience of the autistic community has been investigated with the support of three designated key words; sensory, stigmatisation and self-expression. The sensory perceptive experience amongst autistic children and adults obstructs their ability to operate normally, from both a positive and negative standpoint. Born into a world which was designed with the allistic in mind, autistic people are expected to conform and adapt, when their insensitivities are disregarded. The manner in which society has displayed autism to the public has resulted in the widespread of false presumptions. Through media representation and inhumane practices, autistic individuals have become villainised, and viewed as a problem that needs to be solved. Across years of artistic development, the desire to translate the inner depths of the human psyche into creative expression has been a universal experience. The importance of this has been realised by people living with neurodevelopmental disorders, as a tool to express what they would usually hide.
As this independent inquiry concludes, it was informed that a definitive question would be constructed. 
The question I propose:
How can creative mediums be utilised as a vocal instrument, 
especially for neurodivergent individuals?
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