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The UK’s European university 

What is an aut-ethnography 
and what might one look 
like? 

Dr. Damian E M Milton 



Introduction 

• “I may lack a social imagination, but I have a 

sociological one.” (Milton, 2011a). 

 

• This presentation will explore a number of 

issues: 

 

The embodied sociality of autistic people 

Explore concepts of auto and aut-ethnography 

Issues related to interactional expertise and 

cultural imperialism 
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Ethnomethodology and autism 

• “It is argued here that ‘empathy’ is a convenient 

illusion, and the phenomenon that people 

speak of when referring to it has more to do 

with language and a sense of ‘shared’ cultural 

meanings/symbols (or their ‘ethno’).” (Milton, 

2011b). 
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Sociality and concepts of self 

• Collins (2010) states that a notion of ‘self’ is dependent 

on the ability to carry out polymorphic actions, requiring 

different instantiations and interpretations depending on 

context.   

• This ability is no doubt a difficulty and challenge for many 

autistic people.  Indeed, difficulties in episodic memory 

and the construction of ‘self’ have often been commented 

upon in relation to autism (Milton, 2012b).  

• The differing sociality that is produced from autistic ways 

of being are often stigmatised for not abiding by so-called 

‘simple’ ubiquitous expertise, leading to a lack of 

opportunities for extension into the social world, finally 

resulting in alienation, anomie, ‘problems in living’ 

(Milton, 2012c), and a vicious cycle of psycho-emotional 

disablement (Milton, 2012d).  
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Interactional expertise 

• The imitation game  

• Contributory expertise  

• How much interactional expertise is possible?  
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Autism from the ‘inside-out’ 

• “...right from the start, from the time someone 

came up with the word ‘autism’, the condition 

has been judged from the outside, by its 

appearances, and not from the inside 

according to how it is experienced.” (Williams, 

1996: 14). 
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Autistic ‘Umwelt’ 

• Schutz (1967) – four 

aspects of the ‘lifeworld’: 

Umwelt (directly 

experienced social reality), 

Mitwelt (contemporaries), 

Vorwelt (predecessors), 

and Folgwelt (successors). 

• Transition from direct to 

indirect experience – 

increasing anonymity of the 

lifeworld. 
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• Monotropism (Murray et al. 2005). 

• Pirsig (1991) – dynamic and static quality. 

• Merleau-Ponty (1945) – suggested that all 

consciousness was perceptual, with a sense of 

the world and oneself as an emergent 

phenomena – an ongoing ‘becoming’. 

• Embodied sociality – dissolving the mind/body 

distinction. 
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Sociological and ethnographic study in the 

field 

• Grinker – anthropological studies / prevalence studies. 

• Qualitative and action research in the field of education: 

Anat Greenstein, Jill Smith 

• Building collaborative communities (Wenger, 1998): the 

work of the Autism Education Trust. 

• Media studies and representations of autism. 

• The work of many autistic scholars and activists: Larry 

Arnold, Steve Graby, Melanie Yergeau, Hannah Ebben. 

• Links to Critical Disability Studies and Mad Studies (see 

McWade et al. 2015). 

• Critical Autism Studies (e.g. Runswick-Cole et al., 2016).  
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• “Although there is a biological aspect to this 

condition named autism, the social factors 

involved in its identification, representation, 

interpretation, remediation, and performance 

are the most important factors in the 

determination of what it means to be autistic, 

for individuals, for families and for society.” 

(Nadesan, 2005: 2). 
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Auto-ethnography and aut-ethnography (Milton, 

2014a) 

• Unlike auto-ethnography which often seeks to construct a 

coherent narrative of self over time, to me an aut-

ethnography (at least my experience/version) is a 

fragmented one, where snippets of information are 

formed into ‘rhizomatic’ patterns of shifting meanings. 

• Interestingly, Melanie Yergeau, an American autistic 

scholar and activist, referred to an essay she had written 

as an ‘autie-ethnographic narrative’ (Yergeau, 2013).  

• Much autistic scholarship (albeit those who have become 

involved in ‘hard science’ disciplines) has unsurprisingly 

argued for, and highlighted the value of, subjective lived 

experience in learning about what it is to be autistic 

(Williams, 1996; Lawson, 2010).  
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Standpoint epistemology 

• This ‘standpoint epistemology’ and arguments over the 

value of such knowledge can be seen as reminiscent of 

previous debates in social science regarding 

insider/outsider interpretations, Orientalism, situated 

knowledge, and so on.  

• Autism does not just represent a form of cultural 

understanding however (although yes – autistic 

communities and culture do ‘exist’ for anyone still not 

sure), but also refers to differing neurological 

embodiments and dispositional affordances that shape 

one’s interactions with social life (Milton, 2012e; 2014b) – 

one of the consequences of which being the ‘double 

empathy problem’ (Milton, 2012f, 2014c, Chown, 2014).  
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Fragments and clumps 

• Despite many talking of the difficulties and crises that 

humans can have in forming a sense of self-identity, it is 

often assumed that such identities are placed within a 

coherent narrative story.  

• My own experience of identity has been nothing of the 

sort however.  

• Indeed, my experience of identity has had much more in 

common with postmodernist notions of ‘fragmentation’ 

and incoherence, although not an experience of fluidity 

or of an easily changeable or disposable identity (Milton, 

2013). 
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“I know that I exist, the question is: what is this 

‘I’ that I know?” (Descartes, 1641). 

• Jo Spence (1986) – highlighted issue: 

feelings of powerlessness and being 

infantilised by medical practice.  

• Alexa Wright (1999) – exhibition called 

‘I’ – examined social expectations of 

beauty – placing the disabled body in a 

context where it is not usually seen.  

• Barthes (1977) – ‘Studium’ (obvious 

symbolic meaning) and the ‘Punctum’ 

(personal to the individual – that 

‘pierces the viewer’).  
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Constructions, re-constructions and 

deconstructions 

• Kelly (1955) – personal construct theory – 

ordering experiences – discovering, and when 

needed re-evaluating constructs. 

• Garfinkel (1967) – breaching of the natural 

attitude – the re-construction of constructs. 

• Derrida (1988) – deconstruction and 

discontinuity. 
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Subverting the ‘functional’ family album 

• Single photographs – accompanied by 

narratives written in hindsight by both myself 

and my mother. 

• Focusing on the traumatising effects of the 

road-traffic accident. 

• Charting the history of the effects and 

continuation of the process (rather than 

resolution). 

• Trauma as a breach which does not ‘heal’ 

(Garfinkel, 1967). Trauma as permanent 

discontinuity with previous sense of self. 
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‘Views’ (Blay, 2004) 

• Severe head injury in 1985 – leading to both 

working and long-term memory difficulties.  

• Dissertation project ‘Views’ – perceptions of 

‘being and spirituality’. 

• Black and white portrait photograph – followed 

by a translucent sheet with personal narratives 

written in own handwriting, and then a 

photograph depicting how that person wanted 

to be seen. 
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Utilising photographs 

• The ‘Photo Book’. 

• Photo taking and reporting.  

• Photo sorting. 

• Photo-montage and collage 

(Ridout, 2014).  

 

Dr. Damian E M Milton Page 18 



Subverting the narrative 

• “Due to the logic of power structures – the most 

powerful individuals with ‘control’ of social 

processes will usually have a vested interest in 

the norms of society and giving the impression 

of unity and common purpose...There is an 

obvious need for both unity and discontinuity – 

for resolution and non-resolution – in the 

course of human history. What is fascinating 

socially speaking is where these needs are 

expressed.” (Milton, D., cited in Milton, C., 

2002).  
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Tracing the wander lines 

• “But these impasses must always be 

resituated on the map, thereby 

opening them up to possible lines of 

flight.  The same applies to the group 

map: show at what point in the 

rhizome there form phenomena of 

massification, bureaucracy, 

leadership, fascisation, etc., which 

lines nevertheless survive, if only 

underground, continuing to make 

rhizome in the shadows.  Deligny’s 

method: map the gestures and 

movements of an autistic child, 

combine several maps for the same 

child, for several different children.” 

(Deleuze and Guttari, 1980). 
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The work of Fernand Deligny 

• For Deligny, despite the dogmatic pursuit of the 

“Humans-that-we-are” that is imposed onto autistic 

people, he thought that autistic people would continue to 

operate in the mode of being of the network. 

• A mode of being outside of notions of self and auto-

biographical narrative. . 

• “An autistic child traces; you can always ask yourself 

what, and answer your own question in the same breath.” 

(Deligny, 2015: 93). 

• The maps were seen as interactive living entities, not 

static pieces of art to make a coherent meaning from, 

and yet also, as a way of attempting to engage with the 

way of being of non-verbal autistic people. 
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Violation through interpretation 

• “To communicate? I understand well, or rather 

the word, as I understand it is doubled...In 

order to make the tacit speak, what is required 

is to want, to do violence and to violate, and not 

at all a secret or something that would resist 

being said.” (Deligny, 2015: 91). 

• “When analytic thought, the knife, is applied to 

experience, something is always killed in the 

process.” (Pirsig, 1974: 86). 
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Cultural imperialism 

• The process of cultural imperialism 

according to Young (1990) involves 

the establishment of ruling class 

ideology as the hegemonic norm.  

• Those that have power in society 

can determine how those in a 

position of powerlessness are 

interpreted and talked about.  

• Notions such as ‘ableism’ and 

‘mansplaining’ can be seen as 

having roots in similar notions of a 

taken-for-granted unconscious 

frame of reference which renders 

the ‘other’ invisible. 
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• A very familiar form of oppression for autistic 

people is that of cultural imperialism (Milton and 

Bracher, 2013).  

• Indeed, the entire neurodiversity movement 

could be seen as a response to such a way of 

being and emergent cultures being wholly 

pathologised within a medical model 

perspective. 

 

Dr. Damian E M Milton Page 24 



Psychsplaining 

• “Those categorised by psych-

professionals are often 

reduced within such 

relationships to that of the 

‘sick role’ (Parsons, 1951), 

with one’s own interpretations 

of oneself undermined by the 

‘expert knowledge’ being 

projected upon the autistic 

person, who by default is 

positioned in a relatively 

powerless social position of 

medical ‘patient’.” (Milton, 

2016). 
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Building collaborative communities of practice 

with autistic voices at the core 

• “Grant me the dignity of meeting me on my own 

terms…Recognise that we are equally alien to 

each other, that my ways of being are not 

merely damaged versions of yours.  Question 

your assumptions.  Define your terms.  Work 

with me to build bridges between us.” (Sinclair, 

1993) 

 

Dr. Damian E M Milton Page 26 



Where next for me? What next for the autistic 

community? 

• To mix two old sayings together: 

• Watch this space...because you ain’t seen nothing yet... 
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