Literature review
The purpose of this literature review is to investigate autism and how it is portrayed in film and television from the release of Rain Man in 1988 to today, while also looking at what exactly autism is and how the media shows it as a disability. This study will further advance the understanding of the accuracy or inaccuracy of autism portrayal and how the portrayals affect those who have autism in real life. It is important to investigate this area to educate others that the way an autistic character is portrayed is not always true to life and that what you see should be taken lightly. Every autistic person is different and not all of them are how they are portrayed. 
Autism
The proper term for autism is autism spectrum disorder. It is a spectrum as everyone who has autism is different, no two autistic people are the same. If someone has autism, they struggle to communicate and they experience the world differently to those who do not have autism. Some autistic people can live independently and have their own lives without the need of additional support from carers or family members, whereas others however may need constant support, especially if on top of having autism, they also have some kind of a learning disability (Ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk, 2023).
It is usually easy to identify whether someone is disabled. However, unlike most disabilities, autism is known as a hidden or invisible disability. This means that you cannot identify if someone is autistic simply by looking at them, and the only way to know if someone is autistic is if they tell you or you are a loved one who knows. Autism characteristics are different among everyone, but the four main areas of difference are social interaction, social imagination, social communication, and sensory differences (Ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk, 2023).
Autism/disability in the media
According to United Nations (2023), around one billion people around the world has some sort of a disability, this is fifteen percent of the entire population. It is not often that someone with a disability is shown in the media. The times when they are shown in the media, they are stereotyped and not represented in the way that they should be. It appears that disabled people are pitied, seen as a charity case, or that they have an illness of some sort that they have to overcome. Raising awareness and understanding and combating stereotypes of all kinds of disabilities can mean that disability portrayals can be done with respect and shown in the media in an accurate way.
Autism representation in film and tv
Since Rain Man was released in 1988, autism portrayal in the film and television industry has risen a lot. Before the release of Rain Man, autism was not really seen in films or television shows, and if it was seen it was as a way to add to the story. Now autistic characters are the centre of most storylines, most television shows where there is an autistic character is based on that particular character and their story rather than the character being used as a side character (Jones, 2022).
Ever since Rain Man was released in 1988, there has been some sort of improvement in how autistic characters are portrayed. There are themes that show up in Rain Man but not all of them show up in more recent films about autism. For example, the common themes are that the autistic character may not always be the central storyline, but instead the character which is the central storyline is the person who changes because of them knowing the autistic character, the character’s autism is spoken about like the autism spectrum disorder does not exist or it is suggested that they have autism, an example of this is seen in Rain Man when a doctor says Raymond has “a problem with communication and learning” and another doctor says that “most people with autism cannot talk, they cannot communicate”. The autistic character’s autism is seen to be a burden. The autistic character is shown as an a ‘sweet and innocent’ character who does not know when they should leave an obvious private moment. As well as the autistic character being shown as a savant or highly skilled character, the savantism is taken advantage of by other characters. The autistic character is shown to be left on their own, and this is seen in Rain Man when Raymond is put into another room, seen behind glass, or when the audience sees things from his point of view. While it seems like progress has been made throughout the film, it turns out that the autistic character’s life goes back to how it began. In Rain Man, this is seen when Charlie is unable to get custody of Raymond and in the end his only option is to go back to the institution (Hannam, 2014).
When it comes to how television has looked since autism first came onto the screen, there has been more autistic and autistic-coded characters showing up. They show up differently in different types of genres. For example, in comedies they are the awkward characters whose mistakes are seen as funny misunderstandings, and in dramas they are someone who has an interesting job and is a prodigy in their job, or they are like Raymond in Rain Man meaning that they are not the main character in the story but instead they are there as a supporting character for the non-autistic characters. Not all film and television shows show autistic characters as real people, and not all of them has had the input of a real autistic person (Gaeke-Franz, 2022).
When compared to other television shows, The Big Bang Theory (2007) shows autism/autism characteristics in a negative light, mostly in the way that Sheldon’s friends behave with him. They call him names, do not like him being around, and bother him on purpose just to get a laugh for themselves. He is finally in a relationship later on in the series and the other characters mock it, say that it is not a romantic relationship and wonders what his partner sees in him. Sheldon has what is known as autistic-coded traits, which means that he is not identified as autistic anywhere throughout the series, but he has the autistic traits that would say otherwise. Seeing the way that Sheldon’s friends treat him because of his autistic-coded traits can easily make autistic viewers feel ashamed to be who they are. By not diagnosing a character can potentially do more harm than good. It can still bring ableism while people do their own diagnosing of the could be autistic character. Which is why understanding the autistic-coded character from the point of view of the autism community is important (Gaeke-Franz, 2022). 
Some researchers agree that there is a rise in autistic characters having savant syndrome or highly skilled traits. Draaisma (2009) points out that there are a lot of real-life autistic people who do not have these kind of skills but there are many autistic characters who do have these skills. Murray (2008) says that this is a common thing to do as it means that the autistic character is brilliant and their savant skills are the main part of the story. Going on from that, Baker (2008) says that autistic characters only make a good story if they have savant syndrome or highly skilled traits. Murray (2008) says that this is a way for the industry to show that disabled people are important. While that seems like a good thing, it can also mean that disabled people who do not have special skills of any kind are not important (Hannam, 2014).
It is apparent from this review that more needs to be done in order to portray disabilities in a better and more positive way in the media so disabled people are no longer seen as people who cannot cope with the world around them. It is also clear that themes found in older films about autism such as Rain Man are now not always seen in modern films about autism, this shows a small way in which autism portrayal in film and television has changed over the years since the release of the film. It is also clear that nowadays there are more autistic characters shown on screen, but they are not always shown in a positive way. And lastly, there is also some agreement among researchers about the rise of portrayals of autistic characters who have special skills or savant syndrome. 
Further study of how autism is portrayed in film and television will lead to a better understanding of what makes an autistic portrayal authentic or inauthentic, who gets to decide what makes a portrayal authentic or inauthentic, as well as how can the industry change to show a better portrayal of those who have autism in real life who deserve to be shown in a more accurate way and finally see themselves properly on screen in the same way that others can.
From the investigation that has been made in this literature review the following research question is raised, how is autism portrayed in film and tv?
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Research essay - How is Autism portrayed in film and tv?
Introduction
This essay examines and assesses how autism is portrayed in film and television. It will look at the authenticity of the character portrayals, how autism is represented, what real-life autistic people think of the way the characters are portraying autism and it will compare Rain Man (1988) and The Big Bang Theory (2007) throughout.
Autism is a neurological developmental disorder which is diagnosed using the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders criteria (DSM-5). In the simplest of terms, autism means having a brain which has developed differently (National Health Service, 2023). Autistic people do not see the world in the same way that a person without autism sees it, which means that the way they communicate and interact with the world is affected (National Health Service, 2023). There is currently no research as to what causes autism, however current evidence does say that it could be to do with the way the brain develops, meaning that things such as genetic and environmental factors could play a part (Ambitiousaboutautism.org, 2023). Both boys and girls can have it, but years ago it was thought that only boys were autistic and it was rare in girls. Further research into autism is catching up with how life is for girls and women who have autism, even if there are still difficulties with getting a diagnosis and support. Due to how autism has been stereotyped based on traits more commonly found in boys, such as tantrums and interests that not a lot of neurotypicals would have an interest in, it makes it difficult for girls to get a diagnosis when they do not show similar stereotypical traits. They are either diagnosed later in life, misdiagnosed with something else such as mental health issues, or not diagnosed at all. The reason why girls and women might appear to not have as many difficulties in a social setting compared to their male counterparts is because they are more likely to mask. Masking means copying others behaviours in order to fit in better. Common traits of autism are repetitive behaviours and highly focused interests. While for boys this could stereotypically be rocking backwards and forwards and an interest in trains, girls and women are different. In fact, theirs are more likely to be similar to neurotypical girls and women, such as hair twirling and animals. Because of these traits being able to blend in with neurotypicals, chances are they can get hidden under the radar (National Autistic Society, 2023).
It is possible that doctors and other healthcare professionals are not fully aware of how different autism might appear in women and girls. Afterall, the history of autism diagnoses shows us that more boys were diagnosed than girls which means some of the ways in which an autism diagnosis comes about may be more set up to identify autism in men and boys. If this is the case, the criteria may not acknowledge the autism characteristics that are more likely to be found in women and girls (National Autistic Society, 2023).
There are currently around 700,000 children and adults diagnosed with autism in the UK (National Autistic Society, 2023). Many people experience autism firsthand whether it is because of a loved one or they themselves have it. For others who do not know anyone who has it may possibly only know what it means to have it through film and television which is why it is important that it does not get misrepresented or, in the very least, does not be stereotypical in the representation as no autistic person is the same.
Defining authenticity
There are many ways to define authenticity. When it comes to character portrayal in film and television, in simple terms, authenticity means real or genuine and not counterfeit (Hereniko, 2019). When thinking about this definition in regard to whether autistic characters measure up to this particular definition, it depends on a few things. They do measure up to this definition of authenticity because films and television shows (like the ones that are going to be mentioned in this essay) are relatable to real-life autistic people, there are people who deal with these traits, but at the same time there are also things such as savant syndrome which not a lot of autistic people can relate to which a few autistic characters seem to have. 
Authenticity when talking about an autistic character portrayal can be both authentic and inauthentic. An example of an authentic portrayal is Rain Man. This can be seen as an authentic portrayal because Dustin Hoffman did his own research on autism and savant syndrome in order to portray the character of Raymond in a more compelling way. Despite this being the case, the audience have described it as an inaccurate portrayal of autism and savant syndrome. Furthermore, what would also make a portrayal authentic is by casting autistic actors to play autistic characters because no one knows how to portray an autistic character better than an autistic actor. Someone said how casting a non-autistic actor is not the problem, but rather the problem is “autism being cranked up to eleven for the purpose of storytelling” (Thomson, 2022). They mention a film called Music, which is also about an autistic character who is played by a non-autistic actor, calling it flawed and continues to say that they are “Not blaming the actor for that, but the direction" (Thomson, 2022). The lack of an autistic actor playing an autistic character might have more to do with the director’s doubt that a disabled actor “won't learn their lines, or they won’t cope on set” (Thomson, 2022). If this is the case it is a shame as someone with autism could bring something to a set that a neurotypical person could not, such as a unique insight (Thomson, 2022). Afterall, “If a role is written for a particular ethnicity, sexual identity, gender or disability, how far should the creative community go to find an actor who checks that particular box?” (Gelt, 2017).
How can the media help in authentic portrayals of those with autism?
The media plays a part in the way in which people think about autism, and disability in general. People often have opinions on stories that show up in the media, this means that the media could play an important part in bringing in more awareness and stopping stigma and misinformation. It can be the first step to making people realise that what they see in film and television is not true for everyone. The media can show disability in a way that could mean negative stereotypes are no longer connected to those who have a disability (United Nations, 2023).
When it comes to autism, the media can be a source of research for filmmakers, especially when it is people talking about their own experiences with being autistic. Researching other people’s stories can be a way to portray autism more authentically as one person’s story could be something that someone else relates to more rather than the typical autistic savant that is commonly used. 
Are autistic character portrayals authentic?
Baker (2005) says that when it comes to autism it can be “defined to the general public by films and popular portrayals of autism” (Hannam, 2014).
Autistic character portrayals could be seen as not authentic. The characteristic traits are not accurate for every autistic person. In a way it could be seen as doing a disservice by giving characters stereotypical traits as this could teach people that these traits are how to tell if someone is autistic when there are much more, less known autistic traits to look out for as well. 
Another reason why autistic character portrayals could be seen as not authentic is because autistic characters also have savant syndrome (highly skilled in a particular subject or area). In reality, only about ten percent of autistic people also have savant syndrome (SSM Health, 2023). A pattern of autistic savants in film could make audiences assume that the two go hand in hand when they do not.
Rain Man is a good example of an autistic savant. The portrayal of Raymond’s character is demonstrated by his ability to count toothpicks quickly (which shows off his mathematical skills), he knows baseball statistics and he can count cards in blackjack (Hannam, 2014). Card counting is based on probability, and the chances of winning each time is unlikely. That is what makes the blackjack scene inauthentic, because Raymond wins each time and in reality card counting only gives you a small advantage meaning that those who card count will win money very slowly (Keaton, 2023). Raymond also displays signs of a strong memory. Some examples of this is when he meets Charlie for the first time and is able to give information about the car and is able to recall their home address, when he is memorising lines of ‘who’s on first’ and when he is able to recall a waitress’ information that he came across in a phone book. However, Rain Man could be an exception to authentic autistic portrayals because of the extensive research that was done. Dustin Hoffman did research into savant and autistic individuals, went to psychiatric facilities, spoke to professionals, and got to know autistic savants and their families and also medical professionals were consulted who had knowledge in savant syndrome and autism (SSM Health, 2023).
As mentioned, many people will not know someone who has autism. In this case, the only way they understand autism is by seeing it in films and on television. Something like savant syndrome, while more common in autistic people rather than neurotypicals, is overused when it comes to autistic characters (Nordahl-Hansen, et al, 2018).
Representation and authenticity in film and tv
Characters who are shown to have autism can be stereotypical. This means that the characters will display autistic traits that are commonly associated with autism rather than a combination of traits. For example, Sheldon Cooper, from The Big Bang Theory, is a genius, has a strict routine, repetitive behaviour, does not understand social cues, does not understand sarcasm, and has an interest in trains. However, despite showing autistic traits, the creators of the show have said that they have not written him as being autistic. The issue with this is that even though he was not written as autistic in The Big Bang Theory, he has the same autistic traits in the spin-off Young Sheldon (2017). Jim Parsons, the actor who plays Sheldon, has even said himself that even though the character of Sheldon does not have autism, he is aware that he has autistic traits. However, that being said, television reviewers and writers have said that the character of Sheldon does in fact show a person who has Asperger’s syndrome (Rajan, 2021). A portrayal like this can mean that the audience members who have very little knowledge of autism will be under the impression that it is the same traits for everyone which can make potential diagnoses of their own children more difficult if the only knowledge they have to go on is the stereotypical type of autism.
Autistic characters appearing in films and shows spread awareness to viewers who may not know anything about autism. Portrayals like these can possibly have both positive and negative effects (Jones, et al, 2023). While a wider audience means more awareness and inclusion, inaccurate portrayals could possibly continually spread misinformation (Jones, et al, 2023).
There has been some criticism about how autism has been portrayed in film and television. One criticism is that most of the current autistic characters are young white males with savant syndrome. Not all autistic people can relate to this. Again, not only is savant syndrome not hugely common with those who are also autistic, but also the lack of autistic girls for example can only add to the myth that autism is only something that boys have. Another criticism that has been made is that savant syndrome is overused in autistic characters even though, as mentioned, only ten percent of autistic people also have savant syndrome. Savant syndrome being overused like this means that there possibly people who assume that autism and savant syndrome go hand in hand, which is not always the case (Dean, Nordahl-Hansen, 2021).
Rain Man vs The Big Bang Theory
When Rain Man was released in 1988, it made an impact on the way that autism was seen in real life. Because autism was not widely known about, the film got more people to become familiar with autism, outside of people who already knew someone with it, but by making people more familiar with it, it also made people believe that autism looks a particular way (Hannam, 2014).
Rain Man and The Big Bang Theory are similar while at the same time different. The main similarity that the characters Raymond and Sheldon share is that they are both autistic savants, and the main difference is that Raymond, from Rain Man, is written as autistic, but Sheldon, from The Big Bang Theory, despite having autistic traits, was not written as autistic according to one of the creators who says that labelling Sheldon as someone who has Asperger's would not only limit what the series can creatively do, but also any joke that the other characters made about Sheldon could possibly be taken in a way as making a joke about autism in general and making a joke about those who have it. According to one of the creators, it would have been a risk (Cererols, 2018).
Another similarity is that both of the two characters are shown to be stereotypically autistic, not just autistic savants. As mentioned, Sheldon Cooper displays all the tell-tale signs of autism such as repetitive behaviour and his need for routines, Raymond also has a strict routine (that Charlie accommodates for him), and he also has an impressive memory (baseball statistics and phone book information) which is often said about people who have autism.
Because of Rain Man the trope “idiot savant” became popular. In simple terms, this is someone who is socially inept but is highly skilled in a specific area or subject. This is usually in science or maths. In Rain Man it is Raymond’s ability to mentally count toothpicks or his card counting in a blackjack game, in The Big Bang Theory it is Sheldon’s knowledge of both science and maths which can be seen as an impressive talent. This could be seen as the reason why everyone puts him with him (Gaeke-Franz, 2022).
When it comes to the longevity of a film like Rain Man and the impact it has on the autism community today, an autism advocate, who also has autism, has said, “Many say that Rain Man is now damaging to autism awareness, and I see their point. The film should be regarded as a piece of history now” (McCarthy, 2018). Others had mixed opinions on the film. Some people enjoyed the film, but others consider it “dated” and “inaccurate” (McCarthy, 2018). Someone even called it, “the Apu of autism ... despite not being malicious in its portrayal, it’s still a poor representation and a stereotype” (McCarthy, 2018).
Someone else said how, “Rain Man was, as far as I know, the first film to portray a lead character with either autism or savant syndrome. Perhaps it’s become a stereotype in the eyes of some, but it didn’t start there” (McCarthy, 2018). The autism advocate says that the problem is that, “no representation of autism is ever going to satisfy everyone, because it’s such a wide spectrum and the people within it are so enormously different to each other, including in how their autism affects them.” (McCarthy, 2018).
The stereotypical impact on those who are autistic
While watching these autistic characters in films and television shows, the audience cannot forget how real-life autistic people might be feeling about the way they are being portrayed.
Some people spoke about the difficulties in having an autistic-coded character rather than one who is mentioned as being autistic. One thing that was mentioned was how “In not explicitly identifying that the character is autistic, an opportunity is lost to educate viewers about autism” (Jones, 2022). Another thing that was pointed out was how “by not explicitly identifying the character as autistic the writers gave the other characters licence to mock, take advantage of or abuse them” (Jones, 2022).
Some people have said different things about how autistic characters are portrayed. With one person saying how autistic coding a character without saying they are autistic is a big problem and they continue on to say,
“It is great that characters are included in this way, but it would really help wider society to understand and see autism in all its many presentations if writers were more open about what, and who, they are writing about” (Jones, 2022).
Another one says, “I really don’t like when people conjecture about characters. I’ve heard people say nearly every character imaginable is autistic” (Jones, 2022). Which is simply not true. And lastly, somebody spoke about the character of Sheldon Cooper and said:
“Every single thing that makes him autistic is ripped apart, criticised, scorned, and ridiculed...the problem with the representation in The Big Bang Theory is that the audience is invited to laugh with his friends and colleagues at the autistic character.” (Jones, 2022).
In conclusion, this research has shown that autism is not portrayed in an authentic way due to how it is represented by autistic characters having stereotypical autistic traits. Further research into some other films and television shows has continued to support this conclusion such as Music, Atypical and The Good Doctor. This research has also shown that autism is portrayed in a way that ultimately needs to change. It needs to change because of how stereotypical it is and how overused the most common traits are. More research needs to be done by crew members such as producers, writers and directors in order to portray autism as accurately as possible, and it would also make more of a difference if the film and television industry casts genuine autistic actors for autistic roles, because the reality is that no one knows how to portray an autistic person better than an actual autistic person. Although directors might worry that autistic people will be more difficult to work with (Thomson, 2022), and the fact that the film or show might still get a mixture of positive and negative reviews, at the end of the day it will be the only way to make an accurate film or television show where autism is at the centre. When will films and television shows start to create something which accurately shows the world as it is seen by those with autism? If there is anything that needs to change for real-life autistic people it would be the way that they are portrayed on screen. Doing these kind of films and television shows would be the right way to go in the film and television industry (Hannam, 2014).
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