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Assignment 2
Identify ONE activist or campaigning group in the news and critically reflect upon why this movement has developed, the aims and objectives of the group and consider what barriers to equality need to be resolved.
Introduction
Autism, also known as autism spectrum disorder or autism spectrum condition, is a form of neurodivergence which affects the way in which individuals interact with and perceive the world. An estimated one in 100 people are diagnosed autistic, with around 700,000 autistic adults and children living in the UK (National Autistic Society, 2022). Autistic people continue to experience inequalities that impact on their quality of life, healthcare and opportunities, and this has led to a movement advocating for improved opportunities, healthcare, and education for autistic people, focusing also on the kinds of research that is being done about autism. This submission will focus on this group, initially describing the group and it’s origins in detail, and discussing the aims and needs that they are trying to address. It will also discuss criticisms of the movement. It will then move on to looking at the barriers to equality that are perceived by this group, and finally discuss the steps that could be taken to address these barriers. 
The autism movement
On the 29th October 2021, a group of campaigners from the autism movement gathered at a research centre to protest the implementation of Spectrum 10k, a large-scale study on, amongst other things, the DNA of autistic people (Pring, 2021). This was objected to on the grounds that one of the aims of the study was to identify a cause of autism, which prompted concerns that the study could lead to attempts to ‘cure’ or eradicate autism, which they describe as linking to eugenics. Furthermore, autism activists consider that studies on the biology of autism to be irrelevant, and assert that the money spent on these studies would be more effectively spent on finding ways to improve the quality of life for autistic people (Mette, 2021). These activists came together from the predominantly online community of autistic people, many of whom write, post information and their experiences, or work with autistic people or in research. As autism is characterised by differences in social communication, it could be argued that the movement has been brought about by the formation of a distinct social group and identity, that challenges the accepted social conventions with the aim of creating change (Simmel, 1950). 
Criticisms of the movement
While the movement has formed a community based around their shared neurodivergence, this has not been without criticism. There have been suggestions that people with higher support needs and non-verbal people have been excluded from the movement, while those with fewer impairments benefit from their autism (Costandi, 2019). Furthermore, it could be argued that the autism community disregards BAME people, in it’s representation and in autism organisations and services (Onaiwu, 2020). This could, in part, reflect the tendency of disability studies and research to disregard race, and similarly, disability has been largely ignored in studies of race. Also, if the main activists and researchers in a group are white, that could then present a stereotype that that particular characteristic is associated with whiteness (Frederick & Shifrer, 2018).
Barriers to equality for autistic people
As autism activists assert, autistic people experience a number of barriers in navigating everyday life. These include difficulties in educational settings (Barry, Holloway & MacMahon, 2020), healthcare services (Dern & Sappok, 2016), and employment, with autistic people being amongst the least likely groups to be employed (ONS, 2020). It could be argued that these barriers arise due to the characteristics of autism that are perceived to be “different”; autism is diagnosed by the presence of differences in social communication and sensory differences, amongst other things. This could then link to the value-conflict approach, which describes how, when a condition is considered a deviance from accepted social norms, that condition is then termed as a social problem (Waller, 1936; Fuller & Myers, 1941). The activism around quality of life for autistic people therefore, could be a challenge to this idea, framing the ‘social problem’, not as autistic behaviours and symptoms, but the accepted social conventions that exclude autistic people, linking with the social model of disability. As Fuller (1938) explains, value-judgements can be a cause of the behaviour or condition that is seen as problematic; in this instance, the lack of social acceptance and inclusion of autistic people increases their “difference”, through social isolation and lack of opportunities.
In this context, it could be proposed that the predominant neurotype or neurotypical people hold the advantage in a power relationship with autistic groups. Weber construed power as the ability that somebody has to make their own choices. He saw it as either domination, the likelihood that somebody will obey commands, or discipline, when those commands are ingrained through repeated occurrence (Weber, 1978). One of the ways in which this is reflected is in the use of social control: autistic people may feel under immense pressure to comply with accepted social conventions and methods of communication in order to maintain social relationships. However, the autism activism movement could be described as having formed a group of it’s own, with it’s own expected behaviours in order to counteract this. This could be characterised as either a reference group, in which participants look to each other and emulate or identify with each others’ values and behaviours, or more broadly, as a secondary group, where members work together in some capacity, as in the activists protesting Spectrum 10k. 
Two of the other forms of control that autistic people may be subject to is legal control and, particularly, medical control. Studies have shown that autistic people may be significantly over-represented in the prison system (Allely & Wood, 2017). This may be compounded by the low employment levels for autistic people.
The lack of opportunities that present to autistic people due to their neurodivergence has an impact on their ability to gain employment (ONS, 2020). Therefore, this could indicate that autistic people may be more likely to live in poverty. However, although poverty is usually designated by income alone, it can be seen that poverty is multidimensional, encompassing a range of different areas of deprivation, including factors such as environment, housing and healthcare access (Maggio, 2004). The issue of housing can be seen to be particularly relevant for autistic people, as it has been shown that disabled people as a whole are more less likely to be homeowners and more likely to live with parents (ONS, 2021). This is likely to have an impact on other areas of their lives, as it has been demonstrated that poor housing over a prolonged period of time has a negative impact on physical and mental health (Marsh et al, 1999).
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