	
	
	



Women, Social Performance and Neurodiversity: Acting Normal
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Fig 1: An image from Rosanna Rosetti’s “Autism in Females” photographic collection. Representing the masked internal struggles of females with autism.
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Abstract

In this body of work is to, using the method of secondary research investigate women social performance and neuro diversity with a focus on the idea of acting normal. I intend to do this by approaching the main body of my work in three parts. To begin with I will have an introduction to explain the context and the ethics concerned with the subject at hand. Then I will have the first of three stages. In this first stage I will look at the body how it is Presented understood and controlled within the Context of society social situations Social performance. In the second stage I will examine women in neuro diversity with a focus on how individuals with conditions that fall under the umbrella term neuro diverse experience society and try to “act normal “. By the third stage I intend to bring the thematic approach of stage one and stage two together. I will do this by looking at the specific elements of stage to how neuro diverse women experience social situations and settings in terms of the neuro diversity and stage one how the body is presented understood in control and your comparisons and similarities in The line the disk similarities and contradictory is where evident. Overall, I hope to come to a conclusion about Women social performance and neuro diversity how women with neuro diverse conditions present control and use the body with the goal of acting looking feeling or being perceived as normal. This will be done by examining Existing literature in the academic disciplines of social anthropology cultural anthropology and sociology. In addition to this I hope to clearly define and understand the various Parameters I have set on my research. This includes neuro diversity women the body social situations in social settings.
So that one can truly understand the point I am trying to underline in my body work I will hear define what is meant by the following terms. Women in my body of work refers to an individual who was assigned female at birth or an individual who identifies as female at the relevant time. This does not include individuals who identify as feme non-binary in regard to their gender identity, as the designation of woman does not fit compatibly with this identity. Finally, by neuro diverse one is referring to an individual who has been diagnosed with having a condition or cognitive process that is considered different. This can include but is not limited to conditions such as autistic spectrum disorder, dyspraxia, ADHD, Tourette’s dyscalculia dyslexia et cetera. It is worth noting that the term a typical when applied to the neurological processes these conditions are known for is not reflective of my personal opinion on the matter but is instead reflective of the definitions made available to me by third parties.


Aims

The aim for this secondary research is to investigate the body and society with regards to social performance by women who fall under the umbrella term of neurodiverse. This will be done by examining existing academic literature in the discipline of Social and cultural anthropology and sociology. Then, examining existing literature on neurodiverse conditions and women with respect to gender and representation as well as social setting and social performance (including the difficult faced by individuals who fall into this category). After this the aim is to then with regards to both topics draw comparisons (or make clear that there are none if there are not any) and evaluate the connection between the body and society and social interaction and women, and women with neurodiverse conditions. I intend to do this while also being mindful of any issues that may arise, including ethical considerations. While doing this I intend to reflexively think about what has been said what I have written and the sources I have used.


Context

Something particularly important in authoring a secondary research-based dissertation is considering the context it is being written in. While the context is being written in might not cover all of the research that the body of work 6 to understand, it goes a long way in helping to understand and set up the different talking points I, the author, Am coming from.
First, I want to set up and explain the specific categories I have included and set up for my secondary research. Firstly, my research is principally focused on women. This is because the other parameter which I will get into shortly neuro diverse is something which is underserved or under serving women. I have found in my initial research while looking into groups that have vested interest In the research of conditions that fall under the chair near diverse such as charities and organisations that even information provided by those grapes states that when it comes to certain conditions men are more likely to be diagnosed and women sometimes by a high disproportion. I’ve also found evidence that suggests I’ve also found research that suggests that the way certain neuro diverse conditions manifest in women manifesting behaviours that are seen a stereotypical a typical women and girls and therefore there is women and girls go without diagnosis because instead of see it being seen as an individual that is And individual with this specific condition they are seen as an individual that is overly chatty or overly friendly or overly insert here typical feminine behaviour and because of this they are looked over instead of it being taken into account as part of a wider picture. I also found in my initial research something that was mentioned was the concept of masking. Masking is where an individual with a condition Hides knowingly or unknowingly their symptoms so they can be perceived a particular way socially (Bargiela, S; Steward, R; Mandy, W, 2016, pp 3287) [SBS Australia 2015, 02:43). It is this specific notion I wish to connect with existing anthropological sociological academia. Another thing that I wish to define for the sake of the context of my body of work is the concept of neuro diverse The term neuro diverse is a relatively recent term which stands for the idea that cognitive ability can differ from person to person. It can be used to specifically refer to those whose cognitive ability is considered in some way different. This typically includes conditions such as specific learning difficulties or learning differences, as well as mental health conditions and disorders. It does not refer to conditions like a cold or flu that can be caught and transmitted from person-to-person. It can be considered in part an effort to dissuade the idea that the condition can be cured or necessarily that the condition is the thought of a parent, religion racial background or other environmental factor.
This is a topic one may consider having relevancy because historically (at least previously) women have been underserved in the diagnosis treatment and aid with regard to neurodiverse conditions. Often the sentiment in the media of women with neurodiverse conditions is a notion of knowing one was different but not knowing why. As a result, not ‘fitting in’ or being able to form and keep relationships. Any effort to evaluate or understand can reasonably be argued to be an effort towards social cohesion.



Ethics

Something is important regardless of the style of research and ethnography is ethics and ethical considerations. In the case of the work this text Is concerned with the ethical considerations are slightly different they are not as wide ranging or many as a standard ethnography. Though it could be considered that a standard ethnography may also include these concerns.
Within the research I intend to undertake even though it is secondary research in nature when I’m writing up my findings when I’m writing up what I’ve come to understand or a question about what I’m reading I must carefully consider the language with which I describe or utilise to describe the matter is concerned.
For example, an issue that I have run into in my secondary research is the use of words that are disputed within a community. In this case I had difficulty with the term Asperger’s referring to autistic spectrum disorder. Up until 2013 Asperger’s was used as the diagnostic name for what now Is called autistic spectrum disorder. There are still some people that use this word in a variety of ways including as a shortened nickname that being ‘Aspie’ ️ to describe Is called autistic spectrum disorder. This is often used in friendship and social groups on the internet (Bargiela, S; Steward, R; Mandy, W, 2016, pp 3289) . There are still some people that use this word in a variety of ways including as a shortened nickname that being ‘Aspie’ (plural: Aspies, in a sentence: ’we are a right pair of Aspies.’) ️ to describe an individual who has Autistic Spectrum Disorder much in the same way you might say a person is cheeky. It can be particularly difficult because while the community I am looking at is not limited to people who may have a diagnosis of Asperger's - if their diagnosis came before it was absorbed into the umbrella term Autistic spectrum disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013 ppxlii) - or Autistic spectrum disorder, a lot of the literature in that covers neurodiverse conditions and social interaction specifically looks at ASD and because of this I need to be careful with how I the author interact with the literature and the associated culture (as in an age where people create groups and kinship over anything - vintage stationery, Lego etc there are all kinds of groups that go beyond support and are social in nature) as with respect to that specific term (and indeed the former name associated with an ASD diagnosis) there have been occasions in the past where professionals far more qualified than I will ever be have courted controversy for using them. I am using this specific incident here to present the dilemma as it has presented itself to me in writing. Issues like this in writing can be navigated in mitigated by asking oneself what causes the least harm. In this case there are two times I can use one which some but not all people find offensive and one which no one finds offensive and his at the time of writing the correct clinical term for the condition. The other term coming from the name of an individual associated with eugenics and the Nazi party making itself inappropriate to use in the context of not just the work of the community associated with the work makes the choice clear.
Another ethical consideration I had to make would be when deciding the specific parameters of my secondary research. In this case I had to decide who within the realm of neurodiverse people I would focus on: everyone? Men? Women? I landed on focusing on women because for some of the conditions that fall under neurodiverse (such as but not limited to Autistic spectrum disorder) women and men were not equally diagnosed - often men were more likely to be diagnosed and as I read further into the subject there was evidence to support the possibility that the condition (and possibly other conditions too) manifested differently dependant on the gender you were assigned at birth. With diagnostic testing being for the larger part of the history of availability of this testing male-centric in that it was catered to diagnosing the way the condition manifested in males, and not in females. This led to the decision to focus on the way it affected women in terms of the body and society and social settings as in the context on the history of neurodiverse conditions they had gone under served.


Act One: How the body is presented, understood, and controlled

FIRSTLY, in understanding the relationship between women who fall under the umbrella term neuro diverse and social performance in these women in relation to the concept of acting normal one must understand what is meant by social performance. By social performance I am referring to the presence of individuals in a public social setting within a group that can be classed as a society. In the section I intend to discuss within the academic context of anthropology, the way in which the body or individuals within a societal context treat, contain, and use the body or their bodies.
INITIALLY when one considers the body and society one must consider an especially essential element especially when one considers the field of sociology and the school of thought of social anything and that is of the public and the private spheres of life. The public and the private spheres of life are concepts Which date back to antiquity and while the origin of them cannot be attributed necessarily to any one person academically I want to call to the work of Jürgen Habermas. Habermas describes the public sphere as a process for democracy, in which the will of the people is heard and discussed it is often described as being masculine in nature (Habermas, 1989). There are many more recent scholars and academics who criticise have a masses stance on the public sphere as within the context of the period it was written it excludes those of lower socio-economic position women and people of colour. The private sphere however which was often gendered as female is typically categorised as the smaller domestic enclosed life. This would include such things as a home and family that would be free from the direct influence in theory of government and other social institutions And would be closed in the sense that one would not be bound to the bodily restrictions public society places on such things is the body. This theory is more difficult to relate to the body as it is specifically about the politics and the political aspects of life are gendered as male while nature is gendered as female (and the preposition of binary opposites suggests an inequal balance of value) making them as separate and valued in a different way it is however exclusionary in its practice. However when one considers the restrictive nature of the public sphere there is a comparison to be said there is a comparison to be drawn between the restrictive nature of the public sphere in how excludes people in how it is only for specific things in hell it’s about democracy and the will of the people which is kind of about social performance.
ONE such way in which treatment and control of the body in this context can be understood is when one considers the Dramaturgical Model of Social Life (Goffman, 1959). This social theory by Erving Goffman puts forth the analogy that society is like a theatre with the individuals within that society like actors on a stage and their social roles being like roles in a play, and backstage being like the personal sphere of life in which they are able to be themselves and on stage being The public persona much like an actor playing a role in a play. Joining this back to the concept I previously mentioned of the public and private spheres Goffman’s model presents the idea that in public an individual puts on a show in the sense that they present a version of themselves (their body language social behaviours and mannerisms etc) and the difference between how one presents oneself. This can be matched up to the point Goffman makes about society being like a theatre and onstage individuals acting as if they were in their public spheres and backstage individuals being able to be relaxed as if they were in their private spheres. This shows a clear connection to the body as it gives the basis for the idea of bodily language and behaviour, and in a wider sense the body, being controlled, maintained and used by individuals and by society. This makes a clear theoretical case for how the body would be presented within society.
Another example presents in academia in which the body is quite specifically presented understood and controlled is in the case of the Yoruba people. Specifically do your people and the designation placed on the left hand of a right hand and the classification as such. The right-hand being used for eating the left hand being used to handle anything that would be considered dirty or contaminated. This relates directly to the body as it shows a clear Cat rule that can be considered both utilitarian but also social in nature. Indeed, Mary Douglas  (2002) details this Particular bodily role as being not just something that the European people do but also finds this behaviour in other populations. This shows direct evidence of social rules governing the body. As the boundary between the pure unacceptable of the right hand and the polluting potential of the left-hand are made quite clear across the different cases in the text. The fact that there is the insinuation of pollution imbued in certain actions suggests almost a consequential role in the rule.
Almost reminiscent in the way it runs parallel to the concept of public and private spheres I have already touched on, Sherry Ortner concept of female to nature male is to culture Runs parallel to that Gender-based social theory. Gender based social theory. While  Ortner’s perspective Comes from a feminist standpoint she maintains that a woman’s ability to have children places her and synchronicity with nature (Ortner, 1974) - in the concept of the private sphere as presented by Habermas (1989)  children family and domestic life are part and parcel of the private sphere. This presents a perspective of how literature the body is presented understood and controlled as in this case the physical abilities of the body that be assigned female at birth or relegated to the status of nature while men are represented as culture. (Ortner’s perspective is based on the idea of a binary structure that separates nature from culture Presenting those binaries is almost being opposite of one another the clean from the unclean the physical from the non-physical, and with this context Questioning if men and women are similarly opposed in the way that nature and culture in this binary duality are.)
 

Act Two: how women who fall under the umbrella term neurodiverse experience social setting and situations.

A part in many of the conditions that fall under the umbrella term Neuro-diverse all features difficulties, or better put differences in the way individuals with those diagnosis perform, act, understand or process social situations. However, in understanding this and its place in literature first one must understand what is meant by the term ‘neurodiverse.’ Neurodiverse refers to a wide range of conditions including but not limited to learning difficulties and mental disorders that mean the individual with that condition has a cognitive process different compared to those without the aforementioned diagnosis (What is: Neurodiversity, Neurodivergent, Neurotypical, 2020).
Important to illustrate the point one is trying to make within this body of work is to understand how those with conditions defined as ‘neurodiverse’ experience social situations, settings, and environments. This is how those who are neurodiverse perceive themselves and act - consciously or unconsciously - within society, social situations and so on.
Women who fall under the umbrella term neurodiverse respond to experiencing social setting and situations but a behaviour (or defence mechanism) colloquially known as masking. Masking is the act of adopting and utilising behaviours actions and mannerisms in the hope that they allow the individual in question to ‘pass’ as something which may not represent the individual truthfully. This is that women with neurodiverse conditions (including) may adopt behaviours and actions which do not come to them naturally in the hope of fitting in (Bargiela, S; Steward, R; Mandy, W; 2016, pp3287) (Hull, Petrides and Mandy, 2020) in groups of their peers (such as in social groups, in classrooms clubs or activities etc). This shows how women who fall under the umbrella term neurodiverse experience social settings or situations as they evidently do so by adopting mechanisms to adopt behaviours to blend in.
Important to the concept of masking as A coping mechanism among neuro diverse women Is understanding the specific reasons for why neuro diverse women would mask and what kind of neuro diverse women mask. This includes appreciating as I previously stated the neuro diversity is to do with what is considered a different neurological process compared to those that are not considered in a diverse.
For example, there is within literature on woman and girls with autism the distinct notion of wanting to ‘fit in’ as a reason for masking is mentioned. This behaviour is noted as being both conscious and unconscious. Individuals do it and they know that they are doing it, or individuals do not now they are doing it at the time but are able to recognise this behaviour in themselves later on. The utilisation of such mechanisms and the recognition of the need to ‘fit in’ shows a conscious interaction between women who are neuro-diverse and social situations.
Additionally, there is mention of women utilising social mimicry - recreating the actions of others within social settings. While a lot of literature exists that focuses on this in the context of women and girls with a diagnosis of Autistic spectrum disorders, (which is no issue) the social dilemma such diagnosis can present to or in an individual is present in other conditions that also fall under the ND umbrella term. For example, it is evident that women with dyspraxia (Henshaw, P., 2015) also experience social difficulties associated with the condition and also engage in some masking behaviours socially. (anecdotally also are less likely to be diagnosed compared to males and as with autistic spectrum disorder those that do get a diagnosis do so on average later in life than men (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, pp 57).
It may be relevant to note that there is a school of thought that proposes that the act of masking behaviours (by behaviours I am here referring to the idea that an individual with a neurodiverse condition has symptoms that make them stick out - not in the missing limb kind of way but more in the obvious different behaviours kind of way e.g. not making eye contact, struggling with metaphors difficulty paying attention etc) may  be a reason in why an individual either goes undiagnosed or is diagnosed later in life.
Overall, the relationship between women and Neuro diverse conditions is historically quite fraught. Hans Asperger after whom The neurodevelopmental disorder Asperger's had been named after though this condition was absorbed into the broader autistic spectrum disorder by the DSM-V in 2013 (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, pp xlii). Once was of the school of thought that autism was not present in women or girls; he referred to as autistic psychopathy in childhood (Sheffer, 2018) And while he later walked back this statement (Gender and autism - National Autistic Society, 2020) this shows the attitude towards women and diagnosis. But this is not a paper on women in the diagnosis of learning difficulties it is a paper on women and neuro diversity, The body in society. In general women are less likely to be diagnosed with neurodiverse conditions compared to the male counterparts as is in the case of Autistic Spectrum Disorder (. This is not always do to genetic differences between those assigned  male at birth and those assigned female at birth, while this is sometimes given is the reason in some groups it’s found the autistic spectrum disorder is twice as likely to be diagnosed in male population than in female populations (American Psychiatric Association, 2013 pp57) and more frequently in males than females in the case of ADHD or attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, pp63) with an exception in the case of IDD or Intellectual Developmental Disorder where men make up for of the individuals diagnosed with the condition then women but possibly due to the fact that there a differences in the brain in the body of an individual who would be assigned male at birth to the brain in the body of an individual who would be assigned female at birth (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, pp30).
Another point to be made for the case of ND women and how they experience social settings situations and society at large can be understood when one thinks of how individuals within this group makes friends. I have already mentioned that women with these conditions may find social situations difficult for a variety of reasons. Now I am going to focus on the what and the why of some of those reasons. Women with ND conditions can find it difficult to make friends, and once they make friends to keep them. This can be for a variety of reasons; they find it difficult to relate to others they may struggle with regulating their feelings and this can push people away, they find it difficult to  ‘say the right things’ as it were. This in turn pushes ND women to cling to or maintain coping mechanisms such as the aforementioned masking in public (which can sometimes lead in the effort of social mimicry to paradise behaviour and push individuals away in turn).
Minimally another item of note would be the evidential presence of individuals in the two aforementioned categories using other forms of media (print, digital, social) to see and then replicate behaviours (facial expressions) for the purposes of masking.)
Finally, another way in which women who fall under the umbrella term neuro diverse experience or rather live out social settings in situations is through a method of stimulation more commonly known within communities and in context as ‘stimming.’ Stemming is in the context of neuro diversity a more physical manifestation of Symptoms which are cognitive I am not always visual. Because an individual with a diagnosis of the condition is neuro diverse has a different cognitive process but in the context of this essay is trying to exist live compete and simulate being the keyword in a society not necessarily design to cater to those difficulties one may find themselves in a situation in which they have become overstimulated – this is also known as a sensory overload. Now sensory overload is not the same thing as steaming, sensory overload is the reason or a reason for steaming and sensory overload in individuals with neuro diverse conditions can cause anxiety agitation and other negative or negatively affecting emotions (This can be caused by loud noises bright lights crowded areas the temperature et cetera). Stimming is often seen as and categorised as a coping mechanism (similar to how masking is a coping mechanism) which allows the individual  to calm themselves down as it were. Swimming is an activity can include such actions as hand flapping (in the context of autistic spectrum disorder hand flapping would be considered the most stereotypical form of stimulation) clapping, rubbing hands together, and other similarly repetitive body movements. Stimming is not so much an example of how neurodiverse women interact with society but how society interacts with neurodiverse women and informing (involuntarily?) their actions in regards to the body.


Act Three: Neurodiverse women and the way they experience and act within society

Now, to bring to a head; how women who experience neurodiversity (who are, or who identify as, can be identified as et cetera) and how they within the context of neurodiverse women experience society. It is at this point I seek to combine the two elements in acts 1 and 2.
This distinction is important because it can be argued (for or against) that society has many expectations on women. Regardless of whether or not a woman or girl child identifies as or can be identified as neuro diverse It is inarguable that there are many social expectations on them. Women are meant to be kind and patient skilled multitaskers who can handle running a house and taking care of children while also bearing not just the physical domestic labour but the emotional domestic labour as well meanwhile girl children are meant to be prim and proper and play daintily and so on. Think it can be argued however the stress and burden are added when you as an individual and navigating all of this in the world not structured for the cognitive processes of your brain. This meaning that many sides of social life have added complications as a result. For example the active having in maintaining friends and social circles more difficult for neuro diverse women then it is for neuro typical (the title label for individuals that do not fall within the neuro diverse umbrella term) women due to the many limitations including in the diagnostic criteria for conditions that come under or qualify as neuro diverse (In this case the difficulty one may have identifying faces – Known as facial blindness – all the difficulty interpreting emotions both in tone of voice face and body language.)
Previously I touched upon the concept of masking; how neurodiverse women adopt or self-teach behaviours as a coping mechanism known as masking. This is not to be confused with consciously and unconsciously learning things by witnessing Behaviours in key adults in our lives such as parents' guardians' teachers et cetera, but by doing such things as purposely seeking out resources such as print media to learn these behaviours. This neuro diverse phenomena can be cohesively and sensibly compared to the dramaturgical Model of social life I approached in act one. As I mentioned before, the dramaturgical approach details A theory in which society is like into a theatre and the individuals within that society are the actors who play roles on stage which is viewed as the public platform of society and backstage are able to relax and be themselves. These two things are comparable because in an almost literal sense Active masking them on your adverse women makes them like actors in the sense that they Are catering for a role within society that they don’t necessarily see themselves as if they did they would not feel the need to go to the length of passing as being a certain way.
Additionally there is something to be said for a loose connection that can be drawn between the coping mechanism known as ‘stimming’ and the concept of purity and danger presented in the case of Yoruba people and others evident in the text of Mary Douglas (2002). In this body of work Douglas details the taboo of using one’s left hand for the purposes of one’s right hand (one for food and the other for defecation for example) to prevent contamination between the activities. Stimming is a mechanism thought to help relieve negative emotions or pent up feelings.


Conclusion
 Overall, it can be argued that there is certainly a connection between neurodiverse women and social performance, social situations, and settings et cetera however, the next stage is what to do with that information. Neurodiverse or not neurodiverse the literature I have visited and revisited in the previous acts was written with people in mind (which those who fall under the neurodiverse umbrella term are) regardless of whether they are neurodiverse or neuro typical. In addition to which We know that people regardless of whatever diagnosis they might have felt is things like peer pressure social pressure familial pressure and do things actions adopt behaviours bodily languages and even dressed and treat the body in a certain way in response to these pressures  This all being absent of a diagnosis of a condition that is neuro diverse in nature. However, the key difference that can be concluded on in this body of work is the literature.
While there is literature on how neuro typical adults and children change themselves in their physical social performances the key differences usually when an adult or child changes to “Fighting” it is with a comparatively small group in the context of society at large. This could be kids on the playground or colleagues in the office, However, the stance in the literature of individuals with your adverse conditions It’s not necessarily about fitting in with a specific group (a smaller quantifiable number of people) but rather about being cohesive with society at large (Larger, not necessarily quantifiable, vague.) And being able to fit in with perceived boundaries.
Perhaps the key difference is that much in the way an individual with neuro diverse conditions may struggle to understand metaphors similes in jokes ; Taking them literally (someone says it's raining cats and dogs they look out the window is raining water there confused) the connection between neuro diverse women and many social theories and the position on the body society social settings in social situations is much more littoral. As I said previously if the site is a theatre and the people within it are actors playing a role on stage then for some neuro diverse people that is quite literally the case and quite consciously the case.


Reflexivity

In this section I intend to assess my approach to the question posed as well as the resources used and how effectively this could have been done.
Firstly, one of the issues I faced with writing this was that I Was writing about the community that I am a part of. I was coming at it from an approach that didn’t involve ethnographic work and meant that to a degree I wasn’t using communities that I’ve been a part of and I didn’t Engage with for better or for worse this meant that I had to really consider the sources I was using and why I was using them and was I accurately representing what they were depicting. How do I done ethnographic work my ethnography would’ve come from people that were all for all intents and purposes identified themselves as being neuro diverse but because I’m not doing ethnographic work it’s secondary research which is where I recount analyse and debate literature that already exists I’m looking at academic work that is about those same aforementioned communities but does not come in the sense “directly from their mouths”.
     I do not think that this research was negatively affected by the nature of the research in that its secondary research. However while part of the specification I set myself was to do with an  Umbrella term it can be said that some of the literature I have chosen weighs heavily towards a specific community within the umbrella term and may not be representative of that umbrella term as a whole.
     If I were to do further study and research I would interview neurodiverse females on the subject of how they fell fit in and act in society so in the context of the academic work I have done, I would create an additional part to go in between acts 2 and 3 (pushing 3 to become 4) and would add to part four to include the context of any information gathered in my effort to ethnographies the understanding of how neurodiverse women experience social situations.
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