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Abstract: Drawing on lived experience of creative Neurodivergent+ identity, this thesis
employs, uncovers and performs a diverse range of autoethnographic modes of expression.
Fundamental to this process has been the creation of a novel in experimental prose which
presents a number of the author’s own encounters, critiques, and developments within its
writing and performance; many of these qualities can be conceptualised in terms of
Neurodivergent+ experience and aesthetics. This investigation is comprised of critical
commentary and creative practice but also features qualitative interviews with ND+ authors
and performers. The research is informed by a range of diverse Neurodivergent+ Literary and
Performative histories. The author examines these influences regarding how they have
affected the processes behind her own creative practice, most notably an extract from her
novel, ‘The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’. The approach to the main body
of creative work adopts practices surrounding ethnofiction and autoethnography concerning
genre and methodology, whereby lived experience, research and interviews are woven into
multi-disciplinary narratives; not only does the practice, element of this research, ‘The
Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’, draw upon this, but elements of the
accompanying thesis are also experimental. A large component of this research involves
analysing the work of both neurotypical (NT) and Neurodivergent+ (ND+) authors who utilize
a combination of what is theorised as ‘authentic’ and ‘crafted’ Neurodivergent+ aesthetics
within their writing; ultimately this thesis advocates that ‘form’ (in terms of grammar,
syntax, content and sentiment), both written and performative, can be reflective ND+
experiences, perception, process and fascination, as well as differing states of mental health
presentation. This exploration discusses how ND+ creatives might uncover and utilize
several more intrinsic, personalized, original and multi-modal methods towards creation.
This research seeks to foster new appreciations surrounding how language and
communication can be presented and formatted, particularly in creative settings. In doing
this it hopes to challenge hierarchies surrounding ‘standardized’ registers, potentially paving
the way for new writing and performance that will encompasses fresh appreciations towards
diversity. This research pursues and uncovers several innovative methodologies within
Performance and Creative Practice by focusing upon ND+ first-person narration, both written
and performative. It aims to continue developing the notion of Neurodivergent+ Culture
within the Arts, while seeking to bridge gaps of understanding and empathy between ND+
and NT individuals/communities. What is discussed in this research is not in any way meant
to limit ND+ individuals, rather, as ‘In Our Own Words’ suggests, it seeks to analyse and
discuss several ND+ creative practices and practitioners regarding their ethos, intention, and
philosophy. This research also raises questions surrounding Neurodivergence and cultural
appropriations, alongside theories to why authentic Neurodivergent+ voices may have
struggled to reach mainstream industry and publishing expectations, making suggestions as
to how both could be addressed. The researcher hopes that this body of work will foster
more multi-faceted conversations surrounding representation and authenticity, paving the
way for ND+ creatives and academics to feel more confident not just in being ‘out’, but also
in ‘unmasking’, and having the confidence to ‘relearn’ and experiment with perhaps more
intrinsic ways to communicate and creatively express identity; thusly leading to increased
occurrence and appreciation of Neurodivergent+ Culture and Aesthetics within the arts and
creative practice.
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Preface: Why this Research Matters

| will begin this exploration of Neurodivergent+! (ND+) culture and ingenuity by introducing
myself as an autistic, ADHD, dyslexic, dyspraxic, OCD creative and hopefully, academic. That |
am an ND+ creative means that components of my lived experience have guided elements of
this exploration. This PhD is comprised of my own ND+ experimental creative applications,
which is accompanied by an exploratory thesis, delving into the roots and ethos of ND+
creative practice within performance and literature.

Due to the cultural, anthropological, and personal nature of this PhD, this research utilises
methods that are autoethnographic, that invoke elements of ethnofiction; autoethnographic
research is a form of study which acknowledges the positionality of the researcher and
subsequently treats their experiences and lived knowledge as vital in understanding or
decoding what is being studied, this research adds to existing subjective knowledge?.
Ethnofiction is a relatively new genre that can support or work in parallel to ethnographic
research; it supports interdisciplinary/cross-genre theory and practice-based research in
facilitating the melding of fiction, research and/or documentary with participants’
experiences?. It is a qualitative form of research that seeks to capture the perceptions of the
researcher and/or people setting up the research. It believes this insight to be key in creating
new ‘hybrid’ research and fiction, offering nuanced understandings into research relying upon
human communication and awareness.

Presenting at UOK'’s ‘Communicating the Value of Research Symposium’ (24/07/22) permitted
me to further explore conversations surrounding ownership, authenticity, and community
dynamics/relationships, in doing this | further came to recognise my insight as having
comprehensive worth, not despite, but because of my own empathies and compassion. This
was further solidified after attending fellow Neurodivergent+ academic Dr Kate Moorhead'’s
lecture upon ‘Positionality and Feminist Pedagogy’. Her lecture encouraged me to further
question my positionality as a Neurodivergent+ academic and creative, and helped me
understand why it was important to explore Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics regarding my own
background and pedagogy. While undergoing this research | have been fortunate enough to
attend a number of Neurodivergent+ led workshops upon the topic of creativity including a
solidarity workshop at the National Disability Arts Collection and Archive (NDACA) by
Disability Arts Online (whom | work for as a freelance journalist for articles on ND+ artistic
progression), a talk by Daniel Oliver (Dyspraxic Creative) on ‘Awkward’ as a ND+ creative
aesthetic, a workshop for ND+ writers by Nicola Werenowska (ND+/Dyspraxic creative) upon
writing about ND+ solidarity and truth, a number of workshops organised by Elinor Rowlands

1 Note: The term, ‘Neurodivergent+ is used within this thesis; it understands neurodivergence as both ADHD/Dyslexia/Autism/Dyspraxia, and also something
which interlinks and overlaps with mental health diagnosis such as: OCD/BPD/BP/Anxiety/Manic/Psychotic/Depressive conditions. It is not diagnostic-specific
and is interested in lived experiences and identity.

2 Sjoberg, J. (2009) Ethnofiction, ‘Genre Hybridity in Theory and Practice-Based Research’ School of Arts History and Cultures [PDF]

www.escholar.manchester.ac.uk /api/dat astream ?publicationPid =uk-ac-man-scw:ths0031&datastreamld =Fulltext.pdf [Accessed 23/02/23]

3 Sjoberg, J. (2009). Ethnofiction, ‘Genre Hybridity in Theory and Practice-Based Research’ School of Arts History and Cultures [PDF]
www.escholar.manchester.ac.uk /api/datastream ?publicationPid =uk-ac-man-scw:ths0031&datastreamld =Fulltext.pdf [Accessed 23/02/23]
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(ADHD/Autistic Creative) supporting Neurodivergent energy and stimming, as well as a ND+
creative ‘walkshop’ organised by Hanna Randall (ND+ Creative) that endorsed
location/movement as creative stimuli. | was also fortunate enough to attend writing events
that were organised for ND+ creatives by ND+ creatives including: Neurodivergent Congress
(2023), a talk entitled Neurodiversity within the University hosted by Hanna Randall and
featuring four ND+ writers: Lizzie Huxley Jones, Nick Walker and Kate Moorhead®*, and also
benefited from research arising from Autscape (a yearly UK conference organised by autistic
people for autistic people upon ND+ research and culture progressions). These experiences
not only solidified my own sense of ND+ creative solidarity, but they also aided mein realising
| was not alone in recognising that Neurodivergence/Neurodivergent creativity can be self-
actualised as a worthy area of exploration. This exploration has ultimately led me to leading
my own, Arts Council Funded, arts collective, MixMatched, which now hosts regular
performance nights and creative workshops for ND+ participants.

In many ways this research can be seen as taking a stance against neuronormative practices
and expectation,

‘Neuronormative refers to the socially accepted and expected neurological and
cognitive functioning patterns. It represents how individuals process information,
communicate, and interact with the world. Neuronormativity often forms the basis for
societal norms and expectations, influencing how people are perceived and valued in
various contexts’.”

Neurodivergent+ individuals often either work outside of that parameter or are expected to
change themselves to conform to it; all too often they find themselves stifled, judged, burnt
out and excluded by neuronormative expectations, with many ND+ people’s individuality and
sense of self suffering as a result. This research focuses specifically upon neuronormative
ideals that pervade within mediums of communication and self-expression that can impact
creative practices. As ND+ movements progress many individuals wish to break down, remove
and reject neuronormative expectation, and uncover more about themselves in the process.
This thesis explores how a number of ND+ contemporary creatives are progressing this
conversation.

This research includes interviews that | have personally conducted with several contemporary
ND+ creatives, as well as the close analysis of selected ND+ texts and performances; | use
elements of my lived experience to critique the research and creative practice of others. In
order to appreciate some of this research’s nuance, it would be beneficial for the reader to
understand elements of my own neurodivergence/ND+ identification. Something which has
influenced the tone of this research is that | was firmly ‘in the closet’ about my ND+ identities

4Randall, H., Huxley-Jones, L., Walker N. and Moorhead, K. (2021) ‘Neurodiversity and the University Symposium’. [ONLINE]
www.chasevle.org.uk /pro grammes/t eachin g-creative-writing /tc w-session-11/ [Accessed 13/03/24]
5 Goally. (2024) What is Neuronormative? [ONLINE] www.getgoally.com/blo g/n eurodiversopedia/what-is-n euronormative/ [Accessed 24/10/24]
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(extending past dyslexia®) until 2020. It has only been recently, since starting my PHD, that |
have come to further accept and allow others to acknowledge ND+ attributes relating to
autism, OCD, ADHD, and dyspraxia.

Many of my experiences existing as a ND+ neurogender’ woman have been relatively
hidden/masked; even when undergoing my MA dissertation upon, ‘The Misrepresentation
and Underrepresentation of Autistic Women in Film’, | was not ‘out’ about my own identity,
and rather framed the topic as a point of interest, rather than personal. Within this research |
did not connect to any other members of ND+ community, | was focused more solidly upon
stigma/misrepresentation; in being able to identify more directly as ND+ this exploration has
been able to be much more transformative; it does not focus inherently upon ‘what’s wrong
with representation’, rather it was more directly able to identify ND+ lived-experiences and
how they may be able to transgress existing binaries. In short, instead of focusing just upon
‘What is wrong’ in terms of misrepresentation and stigma, | have been able to focus and gain
insight upon ‘What is new and developing’, which, when treated as forefront, has the power
to potentially re-write and reinvent elements of Neurodivergent+ identity.

One of the reasons | undertook this investigation; though | was not necessarily ‘proud’, or ‘out’
about diagnosis/identity, throughout my lifetime | have been drawn to individuals and groups
that encourage ‘outsider’ narratives. | am grateful that pockets of disguised ND+ culture/s
existed; it has meant that | found spaces to connect comfortably and creatively in. This
phenomenon began my initial exploration into ND+ culture, identity, and expression; that ND+
individuals have blindly reached out and haphazardly stumbled upon one another. Many ND+
individuals have not been as fortunate; outside ND+ friendly ‘pockets’, wider society has often
not been patient, accepting or accommodating to perceived difference. It is my intention for
this research to build solidarity and bring attention to a range of creative ND+ individuals and
our budding communities.

ND+ identity and politics have steadily been gaining more recognition with further
publications and academia emerging each year; though Judy Singer8, autistic psychologist, has
widely been credited for coining the term ‘Neurodiversity’ in 1997, it has been more recently
asserted that the term was actually developed collectively,and came about through a number
of groups that championing the politics and inclusion of divergence. An open letter by several
ND+ authors and scholars entitled,

6 Note: Differing diagnosis/Neurodivergent+ diagnosis and identification carry differing stigma; dyslexia was my first diagnosis, and the one | used to
‘cover’/mask other ND+ qualities relating to different diagnosis. However, itis also true to say that I felt ‘proud’ of dyslexia, and onereason for this may have
been because it had/has more direct general associations with creativity/innovation. With dyslexia in mind, | have been ‘out’ and ‘proud’ as a ND+woman
since my mid-teens but has taken me far longer (early 30s) to even be close to that regarding Autism and ADHD.

7 Neurogender: Believing that gender experience and Neurodivergence, regarding identity, can be inextricably interlinked, a concept coined by Lydia Brown
Lydia X.Z Brown in her essay, ‘Gendervague: At the Intersection of Autistic and Trans Experiences’

8Singer, J. (1997) Odd People In: The Birth of Community amongst people on the Autistic Spectrum, ‘A personal exploration based on neurological diversity’.
University of Technology.

9 Singer, J. (2017). Why Can’t You Be Normal for Once in Your Life. Judy Singer.
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‘The Neurodiversity Concept was Developed Collectively: An Overdue Correction on the
Origins of Neurodiversity Theory’1°,

Despite the widespread attribution to Singer, the terms ‘neurological diversity’ and
‘neurodiversity’ were first printed in 1997 and 1998, respectively, in the work of the
journalist Harvey Blume, who himself attributed them not to Singer but rather to the
online community of autistic people, such as the ‘Institute for the Study of the
Neurologically Typical’. Recently, Martijn Dekker reported a 1996 discussion in which
one InLv poster, Tony Langdon, writes of the ‘neurological diversity of people. i.e. the
atypical among a society provide the different perspectives needed to generate new
ideas and advances, whether they be technological, cultural, artistic or otherwise’.
Going forward, we should recognise the multiple, collective origins of the
neurodiversity concept rather than attributing it to any single author. 1

The letter suggests that historically, ‘origin” has been oversimplified, and accredited to singular
individuals, rather than acknowledging convoluted, multi-faceted trajectories. In relation to
this research, that the concept has arisen from a range of impetus, supports that a number of
themes and ND+ communities are examined and explored to glean insights into today’s
progressions which have now developed within a vast array of platforms and literatures. Some
of the most prevalent in terms of Neurodivergent+ identity and progress have been: Thomas
Armstrong’s published PhD, ‘The Power of Neurodiversity’ (2010)*2, exploring the term and its
development into politics and identity, ‘Authoring Autism, ‘On Rhetoric and Neurological
Queerness’3 (2018) featuring a collection of essays upon autism and identity, ‘We’re Not
Broken’ (2021)'4 a breakdown of autism politics and history by autistic journalist and editor
Eric Garcia, ‘Letters to my Weird Sisters, On Autism and Feminism’(2021)*® by Joanne Limberg,
an autistic writer seeking to connect and empower other ND+ women, and ‘Neuroqueer
Heresies: Notes on the Neurodiversity Paradigm: Autistic Empowerment and Post Normal
Possibilities’ (2022)'¢, composed by Neuroqueer identifying psychologist Nick Walker upon the
topic of Neurodivergence and how it can insect with identity and gender. The
acknowledgment of Neurodivergent+ identities and solidarity is transferring more directly into
everyday culture, not only with their being more groups that directly acknowledge
Neurodivergent+ needs and access, but with more groups specifically led and comprised of
Neurodivergent+ individuals; Kent alone has eight Neurodivergent+ art, support, and social
groups. Developing from this, specific groups, that acknowledge Neurodivergent+ creative
identity and expression, are also evolving, such as: LAVA Elastic'” (Neurodivergent+ comedy
night, Brighton) DYSPLA'® (dyslexic/Neurodivergent+ creative arts organisation, London),

10 Botha, M. Chapman, R. Walker, N. Onaiwu, M. Kapp, S. Ashley, A.(2024) The neurodiversity concept was developed collectively: An overdue correction on
the origins of neurodiversity theory. Sage Journals [ONLINE] https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13623613241237871 [Accessed 31/07/24]

11 Botha, M. Chapman, R. Walker, N. Onaiwu, M. Kapp, S. Ashley, A.(2024) The neurodiversity concept was developed collectively: An overdue correction on
the origins of neurodiversity theory. Sage Journals [ONLINE] https://journals.sagepub.com/do0i/10.1177/13623613241237871 [Accessed 31/07/24]

12 Armstrong, T. (2011) The Power of Neurodiversity, ‘Unleashing the Advantages of Your Differently Wired Brain’. Da Capo Lifelong Books.

13 Yergeau, M. (2017). Authoring Autism, ‘On Rhetoric and Neurological Queerness’. Duke University Press Books.

14 Garcia, E. (2021) We're Not Broken, Changing the Autism Conversation. Harvest

15 Limburg, J. (2021). Letters to my Weird Sisters. Atlantic Books.

16 Walker, N.(2021) Neuroqueer Heresies: Notes on the Neurodiversity Paradigm, Autistic Empowerment, and Postnormal Possibilities. Autonomous Press.

17 | ava Elastic, an ND+ Comedy Collective run by Sarah Saeed in Brighton.

18 DYSPLA: a Dyslexic/ND+ Arts Collective run by Lennie Varvarides and Kaz Bielecki in London.
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Magical Women'® (ADHD/autistic arts organisation, London) Invisible Women?® (autistic
artists group, Kent) Awkwoods?! (Dyspraxic Performance Practises, London) and, more
recently, my own Neurodivergent+ Performance Night, MixMatched??, Canterbury; all these
creative groups are led by ND+ artists who encourage other ND+ creatives to inventively
‘unmask’ to explore elements of their own voice, on their own terms.

Although there are more ‘out’ and positively identifying ND+ creatives seen in 2023, we are
by no means a ‘new’ phenomenon; before the 21 century several ‘lone’ ND+ narratives
reached mainstream success, such as Donna Williams’ ‘Somebody Somewhere’ (1994) and
Temple Grandin’s ‘Emerging Autistic’ (1996); both authors directly identified as autistic within
their writings. Something | have fostered, or rather uncovered through this research is a sense
of joint historic solidarity; several ND+ individuals have, and still are, progressing within The
Disability Movement narrative, and more recently, Disability Arts?3, however, alongside
perhaps more generalised disability politics, The Psychiatric Survivor’'s and Mad Pride
movements have unfolded, two histories which explicitly concentrate their attentions upon
ND+ needs and lived experiences.?* ‘Survivors’ formed in the late 1970s/80s as groups of ND+
individuals, many of whom experienced ill-treatment or trauma within psychiatricinstitutions;
Emboldened by the movement, they were to encouraged speak out directly about their
experiences of mistreatment; Survivor’s poetry often expresses very raw feelings, sensations
and awareness’s of pain and struggle. The later movement ‘Mad Pride’ can be viewed as a
‘break’ or ‘splinter’ movement, beginning in the 1990s. Founders of ‘Mad’ wanted to change,
or rather update, sentiments surrounding ‘Survivor’ narratives which focused prominently,
and often exclusively upon struggle and suffering. People who identified as ‘Mad’, sought to
claim backwords and identity by affirming their own individuality and communication through
uncensored self-expression, unedited writings and literature, beginning by embracing and
reclaiming the word ‘Mad’.

Both ‘Survivors’ and ‘Mad’ groups encouraged divergent creative practices and literature as
mediums of expression and political manifestation, they also were not diagnostic specific,
meaning that they comprised of ND+ individuals relating across a range of diagnostic criteria.

The influences, ‘Survivors’ and ‘Mad’ coincide and overlap with the term that | most
commonly use within this research: Neurodivergent+. The word ‘neurodiversity’ (sometimes
‘Neurodiverse’?°.), erupted from a range of ‘divergent’” communities within the 1990s, and
can, and should be accredited to a network of developing communities striving for
acknowledgement; however, the term first reached more mainstream publication in 1997

19 Magical Women: an Autistic/ADHD Arts Collective run by Elinor Rowlands in London.

20 Invisible Women: an autistic Arts Gallery/Display run by Marion Armstrong in Kent.

21 Awkwoods: Dyspraxic/ND+ experimental performance practices run by Dr. Daniel Oliver in London.

22 MixMatched: a Neurodivergent+ arts/performance collective run by Emma Robdale, Holly Mcclough and Alice Riley in Canterbury.

23 Note: | work as afreelance journalist for ‘Disability Arts Online’, the largest UK based magazine/collective publishing upon this topic.

24 Note: This research supports that neurodivergence can be seen as part of the Disability Movement, dependent upon individual ND+ insight and
identification. This research is concentrated, in part, upon differences in neurological perception/processing/communication, as well as lived experience. The
researcher acknowledges, appreciates, and understands solidarity with Disability Movements/politics, but has chosen to predominantly focus and highlight
groups and philosophies which specifically focus/relate directly to ND+ experience. With this in mind, Woman’s Rights/Feminism, LGBTQIA+ and Queer
Studies are also discussed in direct relation to Neurodivergence, highlighting links and commonalties that have sometimes been overlooked.

25 Note: This is contested; there is some disagreement to whether ‘neurodiverse/neurodiversity’ should now refer to ‘neurodivergence’ or rather an
understanding of ‘everyone’/all neurotypes.
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when Autistic Sociologist Judy Singer?® explored it within her own auto-ethnographic
research. She reflected upon this more recently within an interview with Psychology Today?”:

“For Singer, neurodiversity was another identity, like genderor race, with potentially
enormous impact that could best be understood through an intersectionality framework.”

She commented in the interview that, since her initial coinage almost three decades ago it
had changed, “I could put it [neurodiversity] out there, but | couldn’t control it” 28, referring to
her now more controversial views surrounding gender, which are condemned by progressive
Neurodivergent+ individuals and theorists, and will not be discussed within this thesis. Since
her initial usage, the word has developed to: Neurodivergent/neurodivergence
(Neurodivergent+), and more colloquially, ‘neurodissident’ and ‘Neurospicey’?®. Though it
might be more commonly associated with identity/diagnosis such as:
ADHD/Autism/Dyslexia/Dyspraxia/Tourette’s Syndrome, in more recent developments the
term can be progressed to encapsulate a much wider range of neurological differences,
including personality conditions and recurrent/pervasive MH diagnoses such as: BPD (EUPD),
Bi-Polar Disorder, OCD, Eating Disorders, Schizophrenia, Depressive/Anxiety conditions. This
is how the term Neurodivergent+ (ND+) will be used within this research.

These ND+ identities referred to in the above paragraph are the ones most prevalent to this
research; it is in no way all-encompassing; some more modern appreciations of
Neurodivergence also include brain differences/degenerations such as Alzheimer’s and
Dementia, but these applications of ND+ are not explored within this research.

Neurodivergent+ (ND+): inclusive of all Neurodivergent+ diagnosis, identity and/or MH
conditions. While the term recognises all given diagnoses, | also understand the term to be
‘post’” medical diagnosis/medical model in nature; it does not treat diagnosis as binary but
displays an understanding and appreciation of the correlating/‘co-morbid’ nature of ND+
identity. For me, it is a term that acknowledges person-first experience and leaves room to
expand knowledge around ND+ diagnosis that does not focus specifically on deficit. Itis a term
that islead/defined by ND+ individuals and seeks to avoid/dispel stereotypes. It acknowledges
similarities of neurotype and lived experience (such as medication, isolation, alienation, ill-
health, burnout, masking, executive function difficulties), regardless of specific diagnosis. It is
a termthat | believe lends to a more rounded and ‘human’ appreciation to what are perceived
as neurological differences and can hopefully unify people who can often become extremely
isolated,

“In a way your dyslexia will have slight autism attached to it. It will have maybe attention
deficit, it will have other things it will have maybe have a bit of icebergs opt in there. The
idea of it as a pure piece of water is ridiculous. So the fact is, it's all in one part of the brain

% Singer, J. (1997) Odd People In: The Birth of Community amongst people on the Autistic Spectrum: A personal exploration based on neurological d iversity’.
Undergraduate Thesis, University of Technology, Sydney.

27 Luz, A. (2023) ‘An Interview with Neurodiversity Originator Judy Singer’, Psychology Today [ONLINE]
https://www.psychologytoday.com /gb /blog/inspectru m/202306/an-interview- with-neurodiversity-origin ator-judy-singer [Accessed 14/02/24]

28 Luz, A. (2023) ‘An Interview with Neurodiversity Originator Judy Singer’, Psychology Today [ONLINE]
https://www.psychologytoday.com /gb /blog/inspectru m/202306/an-interview- with-neurodiversity-origin ator-judy-singer [Accessed 14/02/24]

29 Neurospicey: Often used to express someone who is beginning to question their identity in terms of Neurodivergence.
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and we all have them in different varying this mix. And if it was looked at in that way. As a
really beautiful wine in a way and most fabulous wine. You know, this person has a dyslexic
main tone, but there is autistic streaks and you can see in the unit if we just took it. What
amazing gift this is. And the thing about being very dyslexic, | am able I'm incredibly
flibbertigibbet when | have to sort of do this kind of thing but | can concentrate for hours
absolutely locked down. I'm not I'm not available to anyone. So | think there is in me that
you know an autistic quality as well as it's like that | suppose because I'm able to make up
stories and be characters.”3°

Quote from Sally Gardner, writer of Maggot Moon, one of the core texts
explored and analysed in Chapter 4.

To be more conscious of what neurodivergence is and how it can be appreciated, it is helpful
to comprehend its spirit and trajectory aligned with other activist groups and movements.
Two movements that can be seen to have parallels with substantial overlap are Women'’s
Rights and LGBTQIA+. These movements were foremostly recognised for their politics and
activism before then progressing to become more widely recognised within academia and
creative practice3!, with fields/genres such as feminist literature and queer theory
subsequently unfolding. Even more pertinently Women'’s Rights, LGBTQIA+, and ND+
individuals have all, at some point in history, been pathologised. Perhaps beginning with
notions (and diagnosis) of ‘hysteria’ within 17t"to 19" centuries3? , whereby women were
diagnosed mentally unfit with many ending up in asylums. Homosexuality was categorised as
a diagnosable mental illness, which was only removed from the Diagnostic Status of
Homosexuality (DSM) in 197333, Only very freshly contested, is ‘gender dysmorphia’, which
used to be the MH diagnosis which trans men and women needed to obtain to access
hormones or surgery, this has only just begun its journey of being ‘depathologised’34.

Definition of ‘Depathologise’: (transitive) To cease to treat as a medical disorder.3>

To pathologise isto take several traits and/or behaviours and categorise them under a medical
label (such as Autism, OCD, ADHD). |am using the concept of depathologising in relation to
characteristics being removed, and no longer seen in relation to being pathologised; Many
LGBT+ identities have been ‘depatholagised’, in that they are no longer viewed in terms of
diognositic criteria.

To bring this point to a head, attributes associated with being female and/or LGBTQIA+ have
led to MH diagnoses; these diagnoses, targeted specific genders and sexualities, and were
crafted from ingrained prejudices, impacting on how individuals were viewed and treated. The
diagnosis that was given or associated to elements of female and LGBTQIA+ identity can now

30 Taken from interview with Sally Gardner, conducted upon 26/11/20

31 Note: An objective for this research is to support a growing appreciation of ND+ identity, culture and creative practice, within academic studies.

32 Appignanesi, L.(2007) Mad, Bad and Sad, ‘A History of Women and the Mind Doctors from the 1800s to the Present. Virago.

33 Drescher, J.(2015) ‘Out of the DSM: Depathologising Homosexuality’, National Library of Medicine [ONLINE]

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc /articles/PMC4695779/ [Accessed 31/01/23]

34 ‘Depathology/Depathologising’: Terms that have been used (but not are not necessarily more officially recognised) by a number of researchers (including
Jack Dreschen in the above citation), relating to removing or reducing the way in which an attribute which was/is considered pathological and/or diagnosable
criterion for alisted and/or previously listed mental health condition. Regarding ‘depathology’, these conditions/identities are no longer viewed, or no longer
purely/only viewed, as asymptom of mental ‘unwell’. The concept of ‘depathology’ further highlights and solidifies that a number of ‘pathologised’ attributes
and/or behaviours are/have been shaped by bigoted/stigmatised/prejudiced applications of the Social Model of Disability.

35 Word Sense (2023) Depathologizes: meaning, definition [ONLINE] www.wordsense/dep athologizes/ [Accessed 24/03/24]
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be viewed as entirely constructed by a misguided and heavily stigmatised ‘Social Model of
Disability’3®; In the cases of sex and gender diagnosis, an individual’s perceived mental ill
health was entirely based on sociological ideals of ‘normal’ and ‘not normal’, meaning that
how society viewed them was disabling, rather than any true attributes of hysterical or
homosexual diagnosis.

This trajectory can be illustrated within the way society treats ND+ individuals; incorrect
assumptions/theories, stigmas and stereotypes have (and do) affect the ways in which
mainstream society perceives and treats a range of Neurodivergent+ diagnosed or presenting
individuals. However, the main difference in the comparison of Neurodivergent+ diagnosis to
the pathologising of female/LGBTQIA+ identity is that psychology/psychiatry/neurology began
as a way to study, form, and categorise the diagnoses that comprise many ND+ identities.
Though the term ‘Neurodivergent’ is not a diagnosis, and is more rooted to self-identity, it has
inextricable overlays to pathology and what began as psychiatric diagnosis. This exploration
into ND+ creative practices does not seek to medicallyidentify or diagnose individuals through
their art or writing, but rather to develop a sense of creative and communicational solidarity.
Unakin to other civil rights groups which have sought to detach themselves from pathology,
neurodivergence is much more inextricably linked; with this in mind, it is perhaps not
‘neurodivergence’ that should be ‘depathologised’, but the negative associations of pathology
itself.

Thisis a predicament that surrounds ND+ individuals and creatives and their ability to be ‘out’
or ‘unmasked’; the want for our identities to be seen and respected, and our processing
and/or MH difficulties to be understood, while also fearing that our inherent pathological
status and/or presentation as ND+ will be socially damming. Building a root of
understanding/empathy, while enabling wider society to move away from inflexibility
/intolerance approaches to perceived weakness and struggle, will aid Neurodivergent+
individuals and creatives in being able to ‘unmask’, and feel safe discovering themselves.
Ultimately, diagnosis, difference, and atypical psychology have been the most prominently
known roots of ND+ identification; with this in mind, rather than simply ‘pathologising’
neurodivergence, a focus needs to be on depathologising ‘pathology’ itself; instead of
removing identities from the category of ‘pathology’ (diagnosis), a focus needs to be upon
about eliminating stigma and prejudice from pathologised identity. This is akin to philosophies
surrounding a wider disability theory, with an onus being upon destigmatising disability, rather
than individuals attempting to remove or hide their ND+/disability identity3’. A vital

36 The Social Model of Disability: is a model of disability that asserts that many difficulties/prejudices that exist for disabled and ND+ individuals are socially
constructed. It adds to or can be seen to oppose the ‘Medical Model of Disability’, which assumes that individual struggles are caused solely by the disability
and/or neurodivergence of an individual. The model of disability used for this research is the ‘Integrated Model of Disability’, which acknowledges that some
elements of the medical model of disability can be painful/traumatic in and of themselves (such as psychosis, mania, executive function difficulties), but that
these problems (and others) are worsened or made shameful by societal prejudice, shame, and unaccommodating practices. UPIAS (1976) Fundamental
Principles of Disability, [ONLINE] https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/40/library/UPIAS-fundamental-principles.pdf [Accessed
19/11/23]

37 Note: Discussions Surrounding Neurodivergent+ and Disability Politics are extensive but are not central to this thesis; it is worth acknowledging that many
Neurodivergent+ Individuals understand neurodivergence to be synonymous with disability and legally elements of neurodivergence are protected under the
2010 disabilities act. However, several Neurodivergent+ individuals do not view themselves as disabled and believe that they are not fully understood or
represented by disability politics. Some ND+individuals view neurodivergence as a ‘subsect’ of disability politics, whilst others see Neurodivergent+ identity as
something separate.
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foundation in this research is the assumption that, if ND+ individuals can positively and
confidently utilise their own words and creative aesthetics when claiming their own
narratives, this will naturally make space and build upon overall acceptance and
understanding.

Pathological Diagnosis in relation to language and communication is a huge field in and of
itself; | will briefly cover a few select terms that relate to diagnostic criteria and
Neurodivergent+ presentation, but it is worth nothing that this investigation does not
champion the use of diagnostic criterionto be used as inspiration for writing Neurodivergent+
characters; without direct input/involvement from Neurodivergent+ individuals, it runs the
risk of perpetuating stereotypes rather than incorporating a ND+ person’s lived experience.
Until areas surrounding psychology/pathology/psychiatry significantly evolve in terms of ND+
person centred appreciations and approaches, their direct use as research for
literature/creativity is likely to hold significant stigma.

Word Salad and Schizophrenia:

‘Word salad is a type of dysfunctional language, sometimes seen in those with
schizophrenia, consisting of an odd mix of seemingly random words and phrases.
Schizophrenia is a complex psychiatric disorder that affects how a person interprets
reality. Though most schizophrenia symptoms involve some level of thought and
communication dysfunction, these difficulties seem to manifest at their most
extreme in formal thought disorder (or simply thought disorder), a state of highly
disorganized thinking and speaking. In severe cases, thought disorder presents as
“Word salad,” in which the speaker’s words have no discernible meaning to others
and seem completely disconnected from reality.’38

People with schizophrenia can experience episodes in which their thoughts are interrupted,
causing them to utilise language differently; within this research | argue that this can be
recognised within a creative/linguistic capacity; either authentically, when a person
experiencing an episode communicates through writing and/or performance, as is seen
chapters of David Burke’s ‘When The Music’s Over’ or, that certain language trends can be
more purposely utilised to embody/represent ND+ language.?®

Tourette’s Syndrome

‘Tourette syndrome (TS) is a neurological disorder that may cause sudden unwanted
and uncontrolled rapid and repeated movements or vocal sounds called tics. TS is
one of a group of disorders of the developing nervous system called tic disorders.’40

Tourette’s syndrome is a ND+ quality that quite directly effects language. But the
definition above does not give indication to how it might positively shape identity, or

38 psych Central (2023) ‘What is Word Salad Schizophrenia?’ [ONLINE] https://www.very wellmind.co m/word-sal ad-what-it-is-and-why-it-happ ens-
7369922#:~:text=Word%20salad%20is%20als0%20a%20frequent %20symptom %2 00f,exp erience %20psychotic%20episodes %20from%20cer tain %200 ther %20
psychiatric%20conditions. [Accessed 20/11/23]

3% Note: The act of creating fictitious ND+ characters, in an unrepresentative way, which does not incorporate ND+communities, is discussed as problematic
later in this thesis.

40 National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke [ONLINE] https://www.ninds.nih.gov/health-information/disord ers/tourett e-

syndrome#:~:text=Wh at%20is %2 0Tour ett e%20syndrom e%3F ,nervous%20system %20call ed%20tic %20disorders. [Accessed 12/02/24]
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be utilized creatively. Jess Thom, who has been interviewed for this research, has
Tourette’s Syndrome and is a ND+/Disabled artist and writer. She has a range of
differing ways to incorporate and utilize her ‘Tic Language’ within both her writing
and live performances. This is expanded upon in Chapter Two.

Autistic Language and Communication:

Autism, medically/pathologically, is often discussed in terms of language and
communicational difference; below | have chosen select quotes to demonstrate this:

Idiosyncratic speech:

One of the core symptoms of autism are restricted/repetitive behaviours and
interests can manifest in speech and language as a fixated focus on idiosyncratic
topics. Idiosyncratic speech may include using stereotypical or inappropriate words.

[_.]41
Cluttering speech:

Speech patterns may also be unusual in a child with autism due to a fluency disorder
referred to as cluttering speech. Cluttering makes speech sound fast and/or irregular,
phrases are repeated, excessive filler words may be relied on, and pausing patterns
may be different from the norm.*2

This is just one of resource that focuses upon language difference for autistic individuals; this
topic is expansive in and of itself, with several physiologically based studies making claims
upon autism speech, language, and communication. Other articles rooted in psychology and
autistic communication are: ‘Language and Communication in Autistic Disorders’(1994)43,
‘Language and Speech Characteristics in Autism (2022)44, and a list of perceived adult
differences can be found on Very Well Health Website,*> and an article that goes more in-
depth into this topic is, ‘Autism Speech Pattens: Addressing Autism Communication’4®.

One interesting comment in relation to Autism and language was the concept/diagnosis of
hyperlexia.

Hyperlexia is when a child starts reading early and surprisingly beyond their
expected ability. It's often accompanied by an obsessive interest in letters and

41 Loftus, Y. (2024) Autism Speech Patterns: Understanding Communication Differences [ONLINE] Autism Parenting Magazine
https:/www.autismparentingmagazine.com /autism-speech-patterns/ [Accessed 14/02/24]

42 Loftus, Y. (2024) Autism Speech Patterns: Understanding Communication Differences [ONLINE] Autism Parenting Magazine
https:/www.autismparentingmagazine.com /autism-speech-patterns/ [Accessed 14/02/24]

43 Frith, U and Happe, F. (1994) Language and Communication in Autistic Disorders, Research Gate [ONLINE] [PDF] www.researchgate.n et /profile/Francesca-
Happe/publication/15313388_Language_and_Communication _in_Autistic_Disorders/links /575e8c4508ae414b8e5422ed/Language-and-Communication-in-
Autistic-Disorders.pdf [Accessed 21/11/23]

44 Vogindroukas, I., Stankova, M., Chelas, E-N. and Proedrou, A. (2022) ‘Language and Speech Characteristics in Autism’ Neuropsychiatric Disease and
Treatment. Vol. 18, pp.2367-2377

4Rudy, L.J. (2023) 'Communication Differences Among Autistic People’ [ONLINE] https://www.verywellh ealth .com /why-is-conv ersation-so-hard-for-people-
with-autism-259896 [Accessed 22/11/23]

46Autism Parenting Magazine (2023) ‘Autism Speech and Patterns’ [ONLINE] https://www.autismparentin gmagazine.co m/autism-speech-patterns [Accessed
12/02/24]
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numbers, which develops as an infant. Hyperlexia is often, but not always, part of the
autism spectrum disorder (ASD).*’

Autistic women often seek socially acceptable intense fascinations, in combination to other
more holistic reasons, and that writing could be a method in which a number of Autistic
individuals process and decompress, hyperlexia could factor into why a number of autistic
individuals are drawn to specific writing and literature studies.

ADHD Language:

‘ADHD can impact speech in a few different ways. It can spur:
e vocal stimming
e erratic speech due to disorganised thoughts
e grammatical errors
e topic changes
e frequent urges to interrupt others
e trouble taking turns’#® 4°

This is the most condensed/concise explanation from PsychCentral, a number of other studies
within this area including Clay Brites chapter in the volume ‘ADHD from Etiology to
Comorbidity’ entitled, ‘ADHD and Impact on Language’ (2020)°°. This research doesn’t make
links directly to how this can be harnessed creatively; David Pilkey, a children’s writer who has
ADHD/is ND+, speaks about how the way he thinks and processes effects his content and
writing style in, ‘David Pilkey sees ADHD and Dyslexia as his Superpowers’>*.

OCD and Language:

‘Rumination within OCD can cause a variety of intrusive thoughts that are different for
each person. A person may experience symptoms of OCD that involve multiple themes
and subtypes of OCD, and it is not unusual for a person to suddenly experience
obsessions about new OCD content areas.’52

OCD, and other mental health differences, can cause invasive thoughts, ritualisticand/or black
and white moralistic logic; in part this study is focused on weather creative, stream of
consciousness writing could differ when utilised by Neurodivergent+ individuals. If ND+
individuals are experiencing differences in thought/thought interruptions, this can be
reflected in writing, specifically when relating to steam-of-consciousness, perhaps with
writing that includes specific interruptions or repetitions, and the impact they have
emotionally upon individuals. More research specifically relating to language and

47 WebMD (2023) ‘Hyperlexia: What It Means, What the Symptoms Are, and More’. [ONLINE] https://www.webmd.co m/child ren /wh at-is-hyperlexia [Accessed
22/11/23]

4 Loftus, Y. (2023) Autism Speech Patterns: Understanding Communication Differences [ONLINE] Autism Parenting Magazine
https:/www.autismparentingmagazine.com /autism-speech-patterns/ [Accessed 14/02/24]

49 psych Central (2023) ‘Does ADHD Affect Speech in Adults?” [ONLINE] https://www.healthlin e.co m/h ealth/adhd/adhd-and-speech [Accessed 21/11/23]

50 Brites, C. (2023) ‘ADHD from Etiology to Comorbidity’, ADHD and Its Impact on Language. IntechOpen

51 Understood. (2023) ‘David Pilkey sees ADHD and Dyslexia as his Superpowers’ [ONLINE] http://www.understood.org/en/articles/dav-pilkey-adhd-dyslexia-
superpowers [Accessed 12/02/24]

52 The Gateway Institute (2023) OCD Rumination, Symptoms and Treatment [ONLINE] https://www.gatewayocd .com/rumin ation-ocd-symptoms-and-
treatment [Accessed 21/11/23]
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psychological study can be found in ‘The Linguistic Construction of Self in Narratives of
Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder.’>3, which suggests that repeated unpleasant thoughts and
compulsions alter a person’s sense of self. In ‘The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the
Headlights’ | have drawn upon elements of my own OCD monologue to give some first-hand
personal flavour to the narrative.

Bi-Polar Disorder:

‘Bipolar disorder (BD) is characterised by speech abnormalities, reflected by symptoms such
as pressure of speech in mania and poverty of speech in depression.” (2019)54

With this in mind, when creatively replicating either writing or performance relating to a
narrative characteristic of bi-polar disorder, tone, content, speed, emotive qualities and
overall aesthetic could present differently. Many conditions within the umbrella of
neurodivergency are characterised by differences in thought, speech, language, and
communication; with this in mind it can be argued Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics, in terms of
Neurodivergent+ individuals relating or employing language in alternative fashions, are
already recognised within the realms of psychological study and research; however, the
majority of psychology-based research into ND+ language focuses on deficit ‘grammatical
errors’, ‘erratic speech due to disorganised thought’, ‘a type of dysfunctional language’.
Much research focuses upon language difference as something inherently negative, and
many are centred upon children, and are not concerned with ND+ adult communication and
language. More pertinently to this research, these studies into the linguistics and pathology
have not been widely used or thought relevant within creative practice; their purpose was to
discover more about psychological/developmental conditions, not to claim or assert ND+
identity. This exploration does not discredit what has already been discovered within the
realms of psychology, however, it does ascertain that ND+ individuals have the right to their
own personal insights and human explorations of language and communication.

This exploration only lightly touches upon pathological studies surrounding neurological
research relating to Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics and does not endorse using diagnostic
criteria/s to produce ND+ presenting narratives. It acknowledges that the fields of
psychology/psychiatry have uncovered differences in word usage, processing, and
communication, but asserts that, especially when used within creative practices surrounding
self and identity, we ND+ individuals need autonomy over lived experiences that influence our
insight and language usage.

The most prominent focus within this research is creative practice and identity, with ND+ lived
experience at the forefront. Bringing this discussion back to its initial comparisons between
feminism and LGBTQIA+ movements, this research acknowledges intersectionality. A number
of ND+ individuals view gender, sexuality, and their neurodivergence as interrelated. Over the

53 Knapton, O. (2018) ‘The linguistic construction of the self in narratives of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD)’, Qualitative Research in Psychology. [PDF]
www. doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2018.149983 [Accessed 21/11/23]

54 \Weiner, L., Doignon-Camus, N., Bertschy, G. and Giersch, A. (2019)-'Thought and language disturbance in bipolar disorder quantified via process -oriented
verbal fluency measures’, Scientific Reports. Vol. 9. [ONLINE] https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-019-50818-5. [Accessed 21/11/23]
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last decade a greater appreciation of the overlaps between these identities has been explored,
leading to new concepts and vocabularies evolving, some of these being:

Neurogender>>, Gendervague®®, Neuroqueer (Neuroqueering)®’ Autiegender>8, Borderfluid>®

This research is not specifically centred upon gender/sexuality, however, how a person
communicates and sees themselves in relation to wider society will be a significant factor in
shaping and influencing ND+ creativity especially when in relation to first person narration
and performing identities. Before moving onto the next section, which focuses on literary and
performative practice, | will briefly introduce the concept of neurogender:

‘When one’s gender is linked to someone’s neurodivergency. A person’s perception of their
gender influenced by them being Neurodivergent+ . Both an identity and an umbrella term
for genders that are limited to Neurodivergent+ individuals.” (Taken from, ‘Let’s Talk About
Neurogenders®?)

There are already hundreds of acknowledged neurogenders, whereby an element of a ND+
individual’s qualities/diagnosis impacts upon their gender and/or sexuality, such as
‘autiegender/autgender’ which is a gender that can only be identified with if autistic. Autistic
blogger Ryon Boan discusses it as, ‘When a person is saying that they are autiegender, what
they are saying is more or less that their understanding of gender is fundamentally altered by
their autism.®1 As a ND+ individual, | would go a step further to say that my lived experiences
in a gendered society have been distinct, and this has impacted my view of self/gender.

Two other similar perceptions of ‘neurogender’ exist including autistic psychologist Nick
Walker’s development of neuroqueer/neuroqueering, in which she details her philosophies
within ‘Neuroqueer Heresies’®? (2021) which surround the notion that the concept of
‘Neuroqueer’ can expand more directly upon how ND+ individuals can explore elements of
our newly emerging identities; she sees ‘Neuroqueering’ as the act of challenging and
diverting ‘Neurotypical’ expectations by radically accepting and expressing Neuroqueer
identity and culture. Additionally, the concept of gendervague was made more widely
recognised by autistic activist Lydia X.Z Brown in her essay, ‘Gendervague: At the Intersection
of Autistic and Trans Experiences’®3 This explores how trans and non-binary autistic
individuals can have new perspectives and relationships with gender. In her essay Lydia talks
about how she relates to the emerging gender,

55 Neurogender [ONLINE]

https://Igbtgia.fandom.com/wiki/N eurogender#:~:text=By %202016%2C%20%22neurogend er %22 %20had,mental%20illn ess%2C%200r%20n eurolo gic al%20co
nditions. [Accessed 19/02/24]

56 Brown, L. (2011) ‘GenderVague At the Intersection of Autistic and Trans Experiences’, AutisticChoya [ONLINE]

www.autistichoya.com/2020/05/gend ervagu e-at-intersection-of-autistic.html [Accessed: 16/10/23]

57 Walker, N.(2021) ‘Notes on the Neurodiversity Paradigm, Autistic Empowerment, and Postnormal Possibilities’, Neuroqueer Heresies. Autonomous Press.
58 GenderWiki (2023) ‘Autigender’. [ONLINE] https://gender.fandom.com/wiki/Autigender [Accessed 19/02/23]

59 Asexuality (2015) ‘Bordergender / Borderfluid’. [ONLINE] https://www.asexuality.org/en/topic/119074-bordergend erbord erfluid. [Accessed 19/02/24]
S0CARRD Neurogender (2023) Let’s Talk About Neurogenders [ONLINE] http://neurogender.carrd.co [Accessed 01/02/23]

61 Boan, R.(2022) ‘Autigender and Neuroqueer, ‘Two Words on the Relationship Between Autism and Gender That Fit Me’, Stimpunks [ONLINE]
stimpunks.org/2022/09/25 /autigender-and-neuroqueer-t wo- words-on-the-rel ationship-bet ween-autis m-and-gender-th at-fit-me/#h-autigend er [Accessed
24/03/24]

62 Walker, N.(2021) ‘Notes on the Neurodiversity Paradigm, Autistic Empowerment, and Postnormal Possibilities’, Neuroqueer Heresies. Autonomous Press.
63 Brown, L. (2011) ‘GenderVague: At the Intersection of Autistic and Trans Experiences’, AutisticChoya [ONLINE]

www.autistichoya.com/2020/05/gend ervagu e-at-intersection-of-autistic.html [Accessed 16/10/23]
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‘I've started referring to myself as gendervague, aterm coined within the autistic community
to refer to a specifically Neurodivergent+ experience of trans/gender identity. For many of
us, gender mostly impacts our lives when projected onto us through other people’s
assumptions but holds little intrinsic meaning. Someone who is gendervague cannot
separate theirgenderidentity from their neurodivergence — being autistic doesn’t cause my
genderidentity, butit is inextricably related to how | understand and experience gender.” ¢*

Other ND+ specific genders such as Autigender® and BorderGender®® are also evolving
under the more general term of Neurogender®’. By beginning to acknowledge and
understand how ND+ identities will/should impact our approach towards studies
surrounding gender, arts, and culture, our appreciation of how emerging identities challenge
existing binaries can be expanded.

For the relevance of this research, |, the author, identify as a neurogender woman, and
understand my atypical experiences of gender, femininity, and womanhood to be influenced
and in many ways attributed to me possessing a Neurodivergent+ ‘brain’; through my final
interview with Joanne Limburg, who wrote, ‘To My Weird Sisters, on Autism and Feminism’®8,
| was able to understand more upon why | felt strange, and in many ways, alienated by gender
in terms of it embodying, what | deemed, unfair/arbitrary, expectation, which my very
existence (and, to an extent, joy and self-expression) seemed to flaunt®®. Within my own
artistic practice, this influence can clearly be traced through my ‘Wombinescent’ gallery,
where | explore notions surrounding ND+ gender, bodily anatomy, and societal disgust. [You
can read my essay upon Wombinescent and Neuroqueer identity Appendix B]
‘Wombinescent’ was framed by my own lived experiences of feeling both ‘defined’ as female
by my anatomy, but also ‘shamed’ by menstruation and genitalia. | worked alongside Chella
Quint, a Neurodivergent+ woman undergoing her own PhD in Period Positive research, who
aided me in utilising trans-inclusive anatomical language to ensure that Wombinescent
expressed my own journey, while making room for nuanced applications of gender. As well
as a gallery exhibit, ‘Wombinescent’’? featured a panel event where three other ND+
identifying women spoke upon their own research surrounding
neurodivergence/neurogender/gender, art, and menstruation: Chella Quint, Shelly Sayer’?
and Elinor Rowlands (founder of Magical Woman, autism and ADHD arts collected,
interviewed for this research which is expanded upon in Chapter Two)’2. Though my
intentions can be witnessed within this work, | would also argue that there are subtler
influences that stem from my gender/identity that transcends into other elements of my
writing and performance. | permitted myself to present a more free-flowing ND+ narrative

64 Brown, L.(2011) ‘GenderVague: At the Intersection of Autistic and Trans Experiences’, AutisticChoya [ONLINE]

www.autistichoya.com/2020/05/gend ervagu e-at-intersection-of-autistic.html [Accessed 16/10/23]

5 AutiGender: A gender that should only be identified with if Autistic.

%6 Bordergender: A gender that should only be identified with if you identify with Borderline Personality Disorder.

57 Neurogender: Both a gender in and of itself, and also an umbrella term for other more specific gender identities connected to neurodivergence.

%8 Limberg, J. (2021). Letters to my Weird Sisters. Atlantic Books.

%9 Note: This is expanded upon within the conclusionary chapter within the section, “Fitting Out’: Neurodivergence, Self-Expression, Feminism and Queer
Theory”, which discusses Joanne Limburg’s, ‘To my Weird Sisters, On Autism and Feminism’

70 Robdale, E. (2021) ‘Wombinescent’, Word Press [ONLINE] emmarobdalestoriesandpoetry.wordpress.com/2021/07/11/wominescent/ [01/02/23]

7% shelly Sayer: astudent at the University of Kent, spoke about blood/bleeding menstruation and medieval theories of womanhood.

72 Elinor Rowlands: Founder of ‘Magical Woman’ —an Autism and ADHD Collective based in London —who is doing her own PHD on autism, creativity, and
stimming.
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within my novel ‘The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’ which is written as a
mixture of experimental, ethnofictional prose that explores Neurodivergent+ lexical
difference.

In summary, this thesis wishes to progress understandings of ND+ identity and culture within
the creative practices of writing and performance. It advocates that ND+ individuals and
creatives should be at the heart of shaping their own narratives. This research also
acknowledges some of the psychiatric/diagnostic roots in relation to language,
communication, and processing differences, however, these principles will be discussed in
terms of potential linguistic innovation and will avoid discussion of deficit. Most of this
research will be used to support personal narratives that will be highlighted within interviews
with ND+ creatives discussing their lived experiences.

On a more personal note, another reason that many ND+ individuals, especially Autistic and
ADHD women, may feel so negatively towards Medical Models of disability/neurodivergence,
is that ‘it’, or perhaps more aptly the people (Psychiatrists, Therapists, Social Workers) who
‘gate-keep’ it, have left us out. Upon recognising herself as Autistic, Fern Brady, an autistic
comedian who wrote upon some of her experiences within, ‘Strong Female Character’/374,
within an interview upon trying to be recognized autistic said her doctor commented, “You
can’t be Aspergers, It's mainlymen, and you’ve got a boyfriend and you’re making eye-contact
with me.”’>These are almost identical comments to my own experiences; even after diagnosis
| have been told repeatedly, by medical professionals that I’'m, not autistic in relation to the
fact that | am talking to them, trying to be seen/understood, or most infuriatingly, that | have
friends/am likable has been used to attempt to diminish me/my autism experience. The
medical modal is not only restrictive/stereotyped, but the individuals who are ‘in charge’ of it
are painfully unaware/untrained towards ND+ nuance; somewhat ironically, its rigidity and
lack of flexibility, have left individuals confused, lost, frustrated and without support. We, the
ND+ community, have needed to create spaces of solidarity, away from the medical model,
even just to assert, support and recognize ourselves as being ND+.

73 Brady, F. (2023) Strong Female Character. Brazen.

74 Brady, F. (2023) Strong Female Character. Brazen.

75 Brady, F. (2023) Fern Brady On Being a Stripper, Autism Diagnosis, and School in a Men’s Prison. Unfiltered. [ONLINE]
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rHLnaHJwATk [Accessed 24/03/24]
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Introduction

This research contains some juxtapositions, some of which are impacted by the complicated
and multi-factional nature of the evolving ND+ Movement. These include divisions within the
community and differing individual experiences and personal appreciations across diagnostic
spectrums. ND+ refers to a number of identities, and it is therefore worth noting that several
theories/appreciations surrounding mental health-based neurodivergence can differ from
those focusing upon dyslexia/dyspraxia/ADHD/autism. Currently understandings surrounding
how differing or co-morbid ND+ identities/diagnosis such as Autism, BPD, Dyslexia, OCD,
Depressive/anxiety conditions, BPD, Dyspraxia, BP, ADHD, and how a number of ND+
individuals’ lived experiences transgress boundaries distinguishing Neurodivergent
categorisations and mental health conditions (ideas surrounding more fluid ND+
identifications are expanded upon within Chapter One). More pertinently, what should be
kept in mind throughout this exploration, is that a ND+ individual’s first-hand experiences,
interests/observations/perspectives, family dynamics, philosophies, and sense of self and/or
spirituality is intricate and multi-faceted; being wired ‘neurodivergently’ is something which
can be seen to permeate into every element of lived experience.”® With respect to this
research, other factors comprising ‘existence’ should be understood as equally connected to
creative process, narratives and linguistic and performative aesthetics. Some of the choices
made in this research have been influenced by my own ND+ nature, identity, and
positionality’’, one being that | exist asa Neurodivergent individual, who for a large proportion
of my life, did not directly identify or acknowledge this; elements of this research reflect some
of my own background, and developing stance upon ND+ identity.

One of the reasons that this research focuses specifically upon literature and performance is
that they are fields in which | have connected to; throughout my academic study I've been
intensely fascinated’® by innovative languistics’® and experivention8°. This compelsion®! has
powered me through a level six qualification in Creative Writing and Drama, BA honours in
Creative Writing, Master of Arts in Creative Writing, and remained with me into this Drama by
Practice PhD.

My interest in innovative writing and performance was what initially led my
exploration/fascination with ND+ linguistics. | was beguiled by the possibilities of
experimental ND+ language: could multiple first-person narrations be utilised to characterise
schizophrenia? Could echolalia, repetition, and mental unwellness be captured or simulated

76 Example: a dyslexic creative, who may have experienced poor mental health and perhaps been sectioned, might produce writing or performance reflective
of their experiences within a mental health unit (rather than explicitly upon dyslexia, but this would still be connected to ND+ experience). With this in mind, a
number of life events, such as, having a gap year abroad, having a passion for Japanese Folklore, may all be equally contributing factors to their sense of
self/creativity. E.g., their work may have ND+ aesthetics, but other aesthetics within their work are equally prominent and important.

77 Positionality: A term/concept that I learnt from Kate Morehead, an ADHD activist and academic, in her CHASE lecture upon the subject of Feminist
Pedagogy, in which she promoted asking the question, ‘Why are you from?’, instead of ‘where?’.

78 Intense Fascination: my own term in place of ‘special interest’, which | find personally find condescending; ‘special interest’ can also be a term used in
diagnostic language, which predominantly focuses on deficit, which is another reason why | prefer Intense Fascination.

79 Languistics: (new ‘dylexie’ word) roots: Language + Linguistics. Definition: a term used in conjunction with exploring language/linguistic rules and
boundaries.

80 Experivention: (new ‘dylexie’ word) Roots: Experiment + Invention. Definition: To both theorize a new concept and bring it into practice.

81 Compelsion: (Root words: Compulsion +Compelled) A ND+ emotive and all-consuming need/drive/calling to do or complete something.
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within prose? Ultimately, | found the answer to be ‘yes’, but my focus has now shifted onto
whether it can do so while also being authentic, ethical representation. Though elements of
post-modern theory surrounding language/performance perhaps on a more superficial level
seem to correlate to notions surrounding some ND+ aesthetics, post-modern theories are not
rooted to the same ethos or ethical considerations as what | am proposing for ND+
aesthetics/languistics. Post-modernist practitioners have been influenced by many stimuli, but
there is no specific need or criterion for the person to either be ND+, or to be specifically
influenced in any way by ND+ perception/history/culture.

After watching Victoria Melody’s performance of ‘Headset’82, in which she performs her own
comedy-set while wired up to a headset machine which monitors electrical impulses
throughout her performance, to generate research to support her hypothesis surrounding
audience laughter, dopamine hits and ADHD regulation, | came to further realise that the true
nuance of ND+ Aesthetics does not exist outside of lived experience. Victoria Melody has had
many careers, one being an anthropologist; she was employed to merge herself into a range
of communities and then create comedy centring around those observations; she believes
that she is a ‘natural’ at this type of work due to the fact that, as a ND+ individual, she had to
intrinsically ‘mask’. She sees this ‘hyper-masking’ now as a skill which helps her study and
reflect upon social differences. Within Melody’s act she does ‘endorse’ tangents, but to say
that ADHD is characterised by tangents would be incredibly reductive; the narrative | saw on
stage was undoubtably her personal story, but it was also undeniably influenced by ADHD in
its narrative/presentation.

Concerning my literary interest in this area, rather than simply ‘finding” ND Aesthetics, | am
asking:

Why could/can ND+ authors utilise language differently?
What, in the content of their creative practice, denotes ND+ lived experience/identity?

| still find ND+ linguistic innovation an interesting new ‘realm’ within language, but | now have
much more consideration of nuance and ethics. This was solidified further by my interview
with Sally Gardner, dyslexic author and spokesperson for the BDA (British Dyslexia
Association). In her award-winning novel, ‘Maggot Moon’ (2012), she characterised Standish,
a dyslexic protagonist with her own insight and experiences, commenting,

“I wanted to do was just to get a truth about dyslexia, which is not ever spoken about.
Everybody who does dyslexic character in my book does bad spelling. | am so sick to death of
it. I'm not interested. It just doesn't interest me. | just used everything | used to say and
some of the crazy stuff | used to say and just bombed it into Standish.”®3

Gardner employs her knowledge and personal insight into dyslexic innovation, inquisitiveness,
and ‘word play’, injecting Standish with elements of her own lived experience. Similarly, Sarah

82 Melody, V. (2022) Headset [ONLINE] https://victoriamelody.com/projects/head-set [Accessed 04/02/24]
8 My interview with Sally Gardner, Author of Maggot Moon. Interview conducted 26/11/20
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Saeed, ND+ performer and founder of ‘Lava Elastic’ (ND+ comedy night based in Brighton)
spoke about how her writing focuses on exploring her mask, investigating different masks, and
changing and removing elements of them on stage to create her personas. Insights such as
these have given more appreciation of the different representations from ND+ authors writing
ND+ characters and NT authors writing ND+ characters. With better understanding of ND+
cultures, Neurotypical writers can produce interesting, innovative, and highly readable lexis,
but regarding representation, it may sound two-dimensional and perhaps somewhat clumsy,
characterised by ‘extremes’, ‘super-powers’, and diagnostic symptoms rather than individual
ND+ experiences. ND+ creative practice and narrative can hopefully permeate into every
element of the creative process, this sentiment is strongly advocated by DYSPLA, a
dyslexic/ND+ experimental arts collective, interviewed for this research and expanded upon
within the next chapter.

When | began this PhD my concern with authenticity was more passive, and my interests were
primarily focused upon whether authors, Neurotypical and ND+ alike, are able to shape/create
stylistically innovative lexis incorporative/reflective of ND+ lived experience/perception, and
differing states of mind/mental wellbeing. What initially inspired my investigation was Mark
Haddon’s novel ‘The Curious Case of The Dog in the Night-time’ (2003); | was captivated by the
way he used lexical deviations in characterising his protagonist Christopher as an autistic
teenage boy. However, it would also be true to say that as an autistic/ND+ woman, | did not
personally engage with Christopher’s narration on a personal level, and, as an autistic person
felt that certain stereotypes had been injected into Christopher’s narration. Another narrative
| was captured by, and directly spurred this investigation, was Lily Bailey’s ‘Because We are
Bad, OCD, a Girl Lost in Thought’ (2017). | recognised Bailey’s autobiographical narrative as
more than an autobiographical critique of her condition; linguistically the nature of her OCD
‘voice’ and processing transcended the narrative, capturing obsessive compulsive thinking and
reasoning; in the spirit of Neurodivergent+ narratives being multifaceted, in relation to this
research, Bailey now also identifies as Dyspraxic, which she explores in her latest publication,
When | Feel Red (2024)84. As an ND+ woman | felt attuned to her way of seeing and decoding
her surroundings, so much so, that | felt my own illness creeping out from the shadows. But
directly reading about other presentations of intrusive thought also enabled me to feel kinship
and less disgusted at my own intrusive OCD thoughts and compulsions; | wasn’t ‘bad’, | really
did have a type of relatively unspoken about OCD (‘Pure Q).

Mark Haddon does not identify as Neurodivergent+ but used ND+ lexis in order to procure
further narrational interest, whereas Lily Bailey infused her narrative with her own voice,
capturing the condition of OCD within her pages. It is the distinctions between these two
narratives which confirmed to me that ND+ writing can be more than a stylistic trend; it can
be a force that promotes ND+ energy, power, and unity.

84 Bailey, L.(2024) When | Feel Red ‘A Powerful Story of Dyspraxia, Identity and Finding Your Place in the World’. Orion.
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In our interview, Mark Haddon discussed how although he was not ND+, he did identify as
having an ‘outsider’ narrative, which | found of interest, as several ND+ writers/creatives also
identify strongly with the term ‘outsider’. Though ‘Curious Incident’ may raise issues regarding
appropriation, it may have captured the minds/hearts of many readers due to the fact that
Haddon has managed to tap into some of the ‘felt’ truths and realities of existing as an
‘outsider’. With that insight, though he can be criticised for his attempt at ‘crafting autism’,
perhaps an affiliation with ‘outsider’ enabled him to push past Christopher being a purely
superficial ND+ character. Does this give Mark Haddon permission to claim autism as his own
outsider narrative? Regarding this PhD, | do not necessarily believe that NT authors should not
write ND+ narratives; they can be done with insight, kindness, and collaboration, and should
be subject to critiques by the ND+ community, and that this critique should be forefront.

Reflected within this thesis are lines of enquiry that suggest appropriation is only part of the
problem; that a consistent lack of active engagement with Neurodivergent+ communities,
paired with the perpetuation of inaccurate stereotyping may also be to blame for contributing
to the erasure of authentic ND+ narratives. The existence of Neurotypical representations of
neurodivergence may not be the problem, rather that they have sometimes been given more
space/recognition than the narratives of actual ND+ writings/representation. An added
consideration regarding the line of enquiry of ND+ and NT authors is that elements of being
ND+ aligning with the social model of disability, may mean that it is more difficult for some
ND+ individuals to write/edit, reach publication expectations, tour with performance groups,
social network, and, with many individuals experiencing alienation/isolation and repetitive
setbacks, may not have the confidence/assurance. This thesis also puts forwards some
suggestions that if ND+ individuals utilise text differently, then this might not conform to
standardised publisher formats. With this in mind, it might be easier and more prevalent to
publish work by Neurotypical authors, rather than spend time/energy/money in addressing
access issues and supporting marginalised ND+ writers, which is deeply problematic.

ND+ lexis was utilised in my novel, ‘The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’, which
pays homage to MarkHaddon’s ‘Curious Incident, but has a female ND+ protagonist, (Tammy).
This is influenced by my own female Neurodivergent+ identification, and that ND+ women,
particularly those presenting with experiences surrounding autism and ADHD, are and have
been diagnostically side-lined and chronically under-identified or misdiagnosed.> Sally
Gardner expressed to me how, in identifying her character Standish as dyslexic, she felt she
could inject him with more of her dyslexic insight and be more lexically experimental. Dyslexic
academic Deborah Leveroy in her research also discussed her application of ‘meta’ in terms
of consciously being able to claim Neurodivergent+ selfé®. When attending a talk hosted by
‘Neurodivergent Congress’ in 2023 one of the speakers discussed how you had to give yourself

85 University of Durham (2022) Why many women with autism and ADHD aren’t diagnosed until adulthood — and what to do if you think you’re one of them.
[ONLINE] https://www.durham.ac.u k/research /current/though t-leadership /wo men- with-autis m--adhd-arent-diagnos ed-until-adulthood/ [Accessed 14/02/24]
86 Leveroy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE] [PDF]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23]
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permission to write in your own style, and by doing that you could work on undoing an
internalised ‘NT gaze’. In characterising Tammy, | consciously gave myself permission to utilise
several of my own Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics in flavouring Tammy’s writing and made a
number of stylistically reflective choices. Within interviews, both Sally Gardner, dyslexic writer
of ‘Maggot Moon’, and Kate Fox, writer and performance poet, stressed the importance that
their work was not ‘sectioned off’, or isolated from other genres, and equally that ND+
classification would not overshadow other appreciations.

To conclude: As a scholar of creative writing, | was excited by the new possibilities
Neurodivergent+ ‘appearing’ lexis opened up. With parallels to linguistically innovative
writing techniques, | thought it could be a new way for authors to explore, meld, and craft
language. | wished to explore the differing ways that authors could alter their linguistic syntax,
descriptions, flow, content and potentially chronology to portray ND+ characters and
divergent ways of thinking/communicating within creative practices. However, the further |
delve into the topic, the more | see this as a reductionist approach; the format, layout, syntax,
and typographic play of writing can be seen as the tip of the iceberg; it is not only the ‘what’
someone has written that is interesting, but also the how, why, its impetus, and the questions
it engenders.

In pursuing this research, | have developed a greater understanding not only of the potential
of Neurodivergent+ aesthetics in terms of self-identity, but also why/how it might be
damaging for Neurotypical individuals to treat it as a style that is created in separation from
ND+ experience; treating ND+ aesthetics two-dimensionally has the potential to discredit a
hugely intricate culture and community, and risks perpetuating prejudice/stigma. With this
said, undergoing this research | have also developed a greater appreciation of some of the
nuance and difficulty surrounding policing such an expansive and often relatively hidden
identity/culture; it has caused me to reflect upon the intricacies of ethics surrounding the
nature of narrative, ownership, and whether it is in the nature of all writers/artists (ND+ and
Neurotypical alike) to transgress boundaries, experiment and attempt to capture the
perceptions of others. Should art have boundaries? — If it does, can there be ways/rules to
guide and improve individuals seeking to write about experiences outside their own? What
would these be?

I will now briefly introduce the contents and structure of the upcoming chapters:

Chapter One, Contextualisation: This chapter discusses several significant themes
(including The Autie-biography, The Survivor’s Movement and Mad Pride) providing a
background whereby Neurodivergent+ Culture and Literature can emerge; it details
specific historic influences, groups and movements, and also covers how
Neurodivergent+ linguistic traits and communicational differences have been
somewhat recognised/documented within the fields of
psychology/psychiatry/pathology, but discusses how much of this research focuses on
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deficit. Going one step further, this chapter suggests that, on the occasions where
literature has utilised lexical difference to portray Neurodivergent+ first-person
protagonists, it has not necessarily been done to empower/give voice to members of
the emerging Neurodivergent+ community, and discusses this in terms of possible
insensitivities, stigma, and cultural appropriation.

Chapter Two, Neurodivergent+ Contemporary Voice: This chapter moves on to
discuss several contemporary Neurodivergent+ artists, detailing emerging assertions
around Neurodivergent+ creative aesthetics, such as: How ND+ creatives channel
elements of lived experiences, and why they might experiment and present ND+
communication and ND+ processing into creative practices. This is done through
analysing several of the interviews | conducted with Neurodivergent+ creatives.
Alongside are some of my own observations and assertions from attending ND+
workshops and symposiums. A number of contemporary ND+ texts, writings and
performances are also discussed within this chapter.

Chapter Three, Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics through the Close Analysis of Text: This
section begins by discussing terms and distinctions ascertained through this
exploration and reflects upon how these terms have grown from a need for language
and categorisation to adapt so we have the words/concepts to reflect and eloquent
progressions in Neurodivergent+ Culture/Inclusion surrounding ND+ Aesthetics.

After establishing terminology this chapter employs these newly coined terms within
the close examination of selected novels and memoirs that have attempted to utilize
ND+ voice.

Main Creative Practice Component, The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the
Headlights: The novel, which is the main element of creative practice of this
research, has a ND+ narrator (Tammy) and endorses experimental language
influenced by ND+ perception/lived experience. The content and linguistic
techniques employed stem from this research and elements of my own
Neurodivergent+ creative practice. This writing has been put forwards as a personal
demonstration of how neurodivergence/Neurodivergent+ perceptions and
Neurodivergent+ lived experience can be creative and exploratory in terms of how
they can be wielded to claim identity, champion diverse, idiocentric voices and
transgress neuronormative boundaries surrounding communication and creative
mediumes.

Chapter Four, Conclusions: This last segment moves onto how Neurodivergent+ Creativity, as
a concept, is only just beginning, and how acknowledging Neurodivergent+ creative practice
is not only about looking for what is already in existence, but also about making room for
Neurodivergent+ Individuals to expand and develop their own sense of identity/creative
identity. A ‘counterargument’ is then explored that focuses upon the accessibility of creative
writing in relation to Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics, as well as several smaller discussions
surrounding the ethics of concepts uncovered through this exploration. It acknowledges that
Neurodivergent Literature/literary and performative aesthetics are developing fields and
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discusses their potential in furthering rounded appreciations of Neurodivergence as a cultural
identity that is as varied, intricate, and complicated as any other, ending upon some of my
personal reflections on this research journey.

25



Chapter One: Contextualisation

This exploration into Neurodivergent+ creative expression, and how ND+ perception and lived
experience might transcend into language/communication/narrative, seeks to focus upon
ND+ writers’/performers’ insight, deliberating that ND+ ‘thinking’/presentation/identification
does affect/transcend language, and can be seen as fundamental within social sciences,
namely fields concerning pathology, psychology, and psychiatry. When focusing upon ND+
identity and mental health conditions in terms of diagnosis and diagnostic attributes, many
perceived qualities are highlighted by perceived differences in thought, mood, and
perception; these are often monitored in relation to how they transgress into/impact
communication and language.

Details to how elements of diagnostic criteria are thought to relate with selected ND+
identity/diagnosis: Schizophrenia, Autism, ADHD, Autism, OCD, Bi-Polar Disorder and
Tourette’s Syndrome can be found, and are discussed within this research’s Preface;but, even
though differing presentations of ND+ thought/language/communicational fashions are
central concerns relating to fields surrounding pathology/psychology/psychiatry, these
disciplines have historically focused/treated ND+ ‘difference’ in terms of deficit. Often ND+
participants’ views/perspectives have not been treated as forefront; ND+ participants have
often been observed, rather than included in conducting the research.

Moving on from ND+ categorisation/diagnosis being constrained by social science fields
surrounding pathology, psychology and psychiatry, this section explores some of the histories
behind ND+ literature, including two of its shaping movements: Survivors and Mad Pride. This
section also focuses upon acknowledging potential ND+ pioneers within
Literature/Performance, including two of the founding voices associated with the
‘autiebiography’ (Temple Grandin and Donna Williams). More specific nuances surrounding
Neurodivergent+ Literature/Performance and Literary and Performative aesthetics are
discussed later within this chapter, however a key distinction of Neurodivergent+ Literature,
as opposed to the autiebiography, is that it not only covers a spectrum of Neurodivergent+
Identities, but that it is more wide-reaching regarding genre, encompassing autobiography,
memoir writing, as well as fiction, and poetry. With this in mind, both the genres can be
discussed in terms of ND+ aesthetics.

This chapter includes a brief analysis of some of the models of disability leading up to and
existing with today’s ‘contemporary’ ND+ creative practice, regarding elements of its ethos
and conviction; though these are not discussed directly within the thesis, a number of the
philosophies detailed underpin arguments throughout.
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Psychology and Diagnhosis: A Matter of Syntax?

There is already a plethora of research surrounding both Neurodivergent+ diagnosis/identity
and mental health conditions, concerning thought, perception, and communicational and
linguistic difference®’ existing within the fields of pathology, psychology and psychiatry.

One of this thesis’s main assertions is that the ways in which Neurodivergent+ identifying
creatives®® communicate, perceive, and experience the world around them can
influence/impact their creative practice. Referring more specifically to a Neurodivergent+
person who experiences fluctuating mental health, a transcript taken in a state of mania or
psychosis would likely differ and have significant variations from one taken when in a differing,
potentially more reflective state of mind. An example of writing in times of fluctuation and
reflection can be witnessed in the second part of David Burke’s hybrid novel, ‘When the
Music’s Over: My Journey into Schizophrenia’ (1996). Writing or performance that includes
unusual tangents, internal interruptions, paranoia, losing a sense of ‘appropriateness’ or
oversharing, could stem and be influenced by this. Even more pertinently to this research
surrounding identity, a question it poses is: Does, or can having differing
experiences/perceptions effect a person’s sense of self more generally? Leading on from this:
Can elements of these insights be captured within flexible, divergent models of creative
writing and performance?

The main question this research poses is:

1) How can/are Neurodivergent+ differences in experience, perception and
communication translated into creative practice (specifically Creative Writing
and Performance), and who has the authority to do so?

Secondary questions relating to this research are:

2) If Neurodivergent+ appearing aesthetics are/can be identified and utilized to
create Neurodivergent+ characters/their narration, should this be employed
more generally within linguistic innovation and creative writing, or is it
medium that only Neurodivergent+ Creatives should endorse? (How might
the purposeful employment of ‘Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics’ relate to
discussions surrounding Cultural Appropriation?)

And a line of inquiry which is interspersed throughout this research is:

3) Are there any specific barriers, relating to accessibility and/or publishing
industry expectation, that might negatively impact Neurodivergent+
Creatives?

87 Note: Difference is only used in comparison to ‘difference from perceived NT‘norms”. Neurodivergent+ individuals/communities may not identify
themselves as inherently difference. This is part of the reason/need of individuals finding solidarity within ND+ sp aces, so that they no longer need to see
themselves as inherently ‘different’, rather appreciations towards ND+ self and existence will form/prevail regarding ‘difference’.

88 Neurodivergent+ Identifying Creatives in this research refers to writers and performers who are ‘out’ about having been Neurodivergent+ and/or
experiencing mental health conditions in relation to either self-identity or diagnosis.
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This deviation of language for ND+ individuals has typically been studied through
predominantly medical and ‘ableist’8° gazes, with a focus mainly upon difference as deficit.
Dr Damian Milton, an autistic researcher, wrote, ‘A Mismatch of Salience, Explorations of the
Nature of Autism from Theory to Practice’®® in which, along with other assertions, he
highlights, ‘The Double Empathy Problem’; in short this relates to how autistic individuals,
who have been shown limited compassion, empathy and understanding within Neurotypical
society, have then been judged by Neurotypical assumptions, to not be empathetic. With
this in mind, he understands a number of assumptions towards autistic empathetic capacity
as ableist and hypercritical in nature; in relation to autism and perceived empathy deficit he
asks, ‘Deficient in comparison to what?’?

Regarding this research, in pertaining differing ways of understanding and embodying ND+
thought/language/communication/perception, | would answer that ‘we’ (ND+ individuals)
are often seen as ‘deficient’ in comparison to what has been deemed as ‘correct’
Neurotypical thought, language, perception and communicational expectations, rather than
these presentations being viewed in more pure terms of difference.

It is my hope that this research can more directly acknowledge/claim Neurodivergent+
language in terms of identity and creative aesthetic not only highlighting the importance
and value of Neurodivergent+ communication to ourselves/within ND+ communities, but
also in that enabling NT individuals to have more direct appreciation of ND+
writing/performance, demonstrating elements of ‘differing’
thought/perception/communication/lived experience, it might go some way to bridging gaps
of empathy and understanding between ND+ and Neurotypical individuals and the wider
community.

To conclude this section, this investigation develops upon research relating to
Neurodivergent+ language and communication that exists within the fields of psychology
and psychiatry, but extrapolates and applies it to ND+ creative practice within the subjects of
Literature, Creative Writing and Performance; an important distinction setting this research
apart from many psychological studies is that it does not focus upon perceived ND +
linguistic/communicational differences as ‘deficit’, rather upon identity and creative linguistic
innovation. Going forward the researcher hopes that the direct acknowledgement of ND+
aesthetics in creative practices will promote diverse, innovate original lexical practices.

Note: Discouragingly, when first undergoing this research, | uncovered an amount of research
more directly relating to Literature/creative practice centred upon ascertaining autistic deficits
in imagination within speech and writing; this research was grounded upon outdated
diagnostic criteria relating towards AS individuals being literal thinkers and lacking imaginative
qualities. Some examples of this type of inquiry can be found within Mark Osteen’s collection
of papers surrounding Autism, language and Literature titled, ‘Autism and Representation’
(2007)°? particularly within Chapter 6, Kristina Chew’s, ‘Fractured Idiom: Metonymy and the

8 Ableist: Aterm referring to an ‘able-bodied’, orin this assertion, ‘neurotypical’ perspectives/outlooks that negatively impacts upon a disabled, or in this
usage, Neurodivergent+ individual’s experiences.

%0 Milton, D. (2017) A Mismatch of Salience: Explorations of the Nature of Autism from Theory to Practice. Pavilion Publishing.

%1 Milton, D. (2017) A Mismatch of Salience: Explorations of the Nature of Autism from Theory to Practice. Pavilion Publishing.

92 Osteen, M. (2007) Autism and Representation. Routledge.
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Language of Autism’ (pp. 133-145), and Chapter 7, llona Roth’s, ‘magination and the
awareness of self in Autistic Spectrum Poets’ (pp.145-166). Chapter 7 sought to ascertain
whether autistic poets endorsed less advanced abstract qualities intheir writing; | was pleased
that their findings, which involved analysing autistic participant’s poetry to prove diminished
creativity, actually did not demonstrate reduced imaginative qualities, however the line of
inquiry led me to alter how | sourced and selected research.

Several studies centred particularly upon autistic creativity/imagination and artistic
expression had not actively employed Neurodivergent+ agency and therefore rehashed
existing ND+ stereotypes/stigma within fields relating to the arts. To avoid this happening
within this thesis, where possible | have focused upon histories led and comprised by ND+
unions and firsthand accounts, where possible | have also sourced the majority of my research
from ND+ identifying researchers and creatives.

Neurodivergent+ History: Survivor’s and Mad Pride Movements

The Survivor’s Movement took root in the 1970s, but only started to gain real momentum in
the 1980s; in 1985 the first Mind World Federation Health Conference was held, ‘Dutch and
US patient groups met UK user/survivor groups for the first time.’®3 During this event, ND+
individuals who had experienced institutionalisation were encouraged to speak about their
experiences not only to strengthen solidarity but so that their first-hand perspectives could
be recognised and acknowledged by doctors and psychiatrists running the wards and initiate
empathy/understanding and change. During this period, ND+ individuals produced writing
and poetry which sought to release anguish and heighten awareness; this was dubbed
‘Survivor Poetry’. Much of it detailed extremely raw, first-hand accounts of individuals
experiencing trauma and ill-treatment. Although it is poetry that details a lack of control and
agency, it is also poetry that managed to permeate through the padded cells, steady itself
through compulsory electroconvulsive shocks, and collect itself into anthologies. It is arguably
one of the first and quite painful chapters leading up to the Neurodivergent+ Movement
today; many Survivor accounts existed only as spoken pieces or were published by small grass-
roots organisations, and have sadly been lost, but a number of collections do still exist within
Asylum Magazine®* archives. Asylum Magazine was first published in 1886, it focuses upon
publishing content that might not make it into the mainstream press®>, and is one of the
longest running Survivor collections, with it still publishing today in 2023. Asylum Magazine
also recognise the importance of viewing ND+/Mad issues as intricately joined with other
intesectionalities,

“We always try to show solidarity with wider progressive social movements and make links
with the struggle for Mad people’s rights. Recently, that has included the struggle for

environmental justice, LGBTQIA+ rights, especially Trans people’s rights”°°

93 Wallcraft, J. & Bryant, M. (2003) The Mental Health Server User Guide in England by The Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health. Kings’ college London. p.3
[ONLINE] http://studymore.org.uk/policy_2 .pdf [Accessed 05/08/2020]

9 Asylum Magazine (1999-2024) [ONLINE] http://www.asylummagazine.o rg/about-th e-magazine. [Accessed 06/02/24]

9 Parker, A. (2010) ‘Democratic Psychiatry in 2010, Asylum Magazine Online. [ONLINE] https://socialistresistance.org/asy lum-democratic-psychiatry-in-
2010/849 [Accessed 15/02/24]

%Spandler, H. [Ed.] (2020) Asylum Magazine, Vol. 27 No. 3. [ONLINE] https://asylummagazine.org/2020/09/asylum-27-3-autumn-2020 [Accessed 15/02/24]
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Another representation of literature and writings from and around the time of the Survivors
movement is ‘Out of Her Mind’ (2000), which specifically focuses on women with firsthand
experiences of 20t century asylums. The anthology is edited by Rebecca Shannonhouse, with
her introduction ascertaining,

“It is clear that there is an important body of literature that can reveal to others the largely
private world of emotional suffering. The writers whose works are collected in this anthology
notonly represent creative, romanticized women, like Zelda Fitzgerald and Sylvia Plath, and so
many others, but also, in a sense, anonymous ones who, for generations, have existed behind
harsh, impersonal statistics of mental illness.”??

Stigma and depictions specifically surrounding ‘Mad Women’ is a topic in-and-of itself, but, as
a ND+ woman, | felt a deep sense of emotive solidarity regarding some the expressions of
trauma, pain, endurance and prejudice that ‘Out of Her Mind’ captured. Shannonhouse
determines that this type of literature, that values and supports find-hand accounts,
personalises ‘impersonal statistics’, allowing for more direct understanding surrounding
‘mental illness’ and ‘emotional suffering’. The Survivors Movement and its ethos supported
many vulnerable individuals in voicing and asserting ownership of their narrative, for some it
was a way of claiming agency while also reflecting and working though traumatic life
experiences through the act of expressive®® writing. ‘When the Music’s Over’ (1995)°° a hybrid
novel by Ross David Burke, is one of the few examples of Survivor Writing that found itself a
publisher, one reason for this could be that the first half is written by Burke’s Therapist, which
framed ‘When the Music’s Over’ as more of a case study upon Schizophrenia. The second half
of the novel is written by Burke, and, to read, it is clear that he has written chapters while
experiencing differing mental health states; some chapters are autobiographical, others seem
to stray into fiction, whereas other sections read as impassioned existentialist rants. As he
becomes more ill, his writing becomes much ‘looser’ as it drifts into spiralling logics,
occasionally drifting into the realms of ‘word salad’.1°

“The spy. The fanatic dreamer who wishes to preserve the burial ground of earth crash-landed
ontheplanet’s naturaltruth. He was the dream-giver. He called forever. | am future. | am earth.
He who had the vitionto see a million years was called sanity, the same man. | am the same
man. rit of the book spoke. | know, | love, | think, | feel.”

The book unfortunately ends with Burke’s published suicide note. Though lexically ‘The Music
is Over’ is a very interesting regarding mental health and how mentality effects language, the
reason why | have categorised his novel as encapsulating ‘Survivor’s’ ethos is that Burke wrote
to communicate his lived reality of Schizophrenia and openly documents his
experiences/mental health states to be accessible to others, its style and sentiment, being

97 Shannonhouse, R. (2000) Out of Her Mind, ‘Women Writing On Madness’. Random House.

%8 Expressive Writing: | am using this term to describe a type of creative writing that focuses prominently upon self-expression and can be used as a medium
to work through specific emotions or trauma.

% Burke, D.(1995) When The Music’s Over: My Journey into Schizophrenia. Penguin.

100 Word Salad: aterm used mainly around schizophrenic language when it becomes incomprehensible to a listener. It is spoken as if conversational, but with
no way for alistener to comprehend unconnected thoughts, words and logic, definition extrapolated from the Psychology Dictionary [ONLINE]
https://www.merriam- webst er.co m/wordplay/word-

salad#:~:text=Word %20salad%20is %2 0defin ed%20as,of %20dementia%2C %20such%20as%20Alzheimer's. [Accessed 24/03/24]
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quite directly reflective of struggle and ill mental-health, characterise it as a Survivor’s text.
Many sources of Survivor writings have been lost as they were self-published within
pamphlets by grass-roots organisations, however, one prevailing collection is Asylum1°?, first
published in 1986, which still continues to collect and advocate for individuals who were held
within mental health institutions.

Survivor’s splinter group ‘Mad Pride’ preserves the ‘Survivor’ ethos of self-expression and
non-censorship, however, it has a stronger focus on reclaiming words and identity, leaving
more room for a different scope of writing that is more concerned with ‘joy’, self-expression,
and individuality. ‘Mad Pride’ was more of an assertion of uniqueness, without specific
emphasis on trauma/surviving, and with this came the notion of ‘new’, unedited/unproofed
writing that endorsed tangents, ‘oversharing’ along with register and rapid topic change. ‘Mad
Pride’ can be seen as a movement against masking°2 and openly invites ND+ individuals to be
accepted on their own terms; ‘Mad’ explores communicative/expressional freedom within
unedited/uncensored ND+ languistics!93.

Previous to this investigation into ND+ literary history, | had not been aware of either ‘Mad’
or ‘Survivor’ as influences or movements. It was only when | was invited to the National
Disability Arts Collection and Archive (NDACA) at Buckinghamshire New University as a
journalist for Disability Arts Online (DAO) that | was directed to these areas. Within the
physical archive, not only did | find a box of ‘Survivor’ poetry, | was also made aware of activist
Ted Curtis, who collated a collection of ‘Mad’ literature by diverse authors and activists in
2000: ‘Mad Pride: A Celebration of Mad Culture’194,

Inquiring further, | discovered that the founder and editor of DAO, Colin Hambrook, identified
both as ‘Survivor’ and ‘Mad’ and had been politically active within both movements. His initial
ethos had in fact spurred him to co-found DAO; at a later date | interviewed Colin upon his
trauma-laden political activism and poetry. It was a poignant conversation and one which
enabled me to adopt a more intimate connection with DAO (of which | have written for as a
freelance journalist for a number of years). As a researcher | also felt stronger and more
connected to a sense of overall unity/solidarity. | understood that | was in no way the ‘start’
of a movement, rather, | was standing on the shoulders of decades of Neurodivergent+
people who had striven for inclusion and acknowledgement. Uncovering and identifying more
upon Neurodivergent+ roots and histories has aided a sense of ND+ kinship and self-reflection.

A much more recent publication documenting and building upon ‘Mad Pride’ as a culture is
by Mad identifying Creative, Dolly Sen, entitled, Installing Normality, ‘A Study Guide on

101 Asylum Magazine (1999-2024) [ONLINE] http://www.asylummagazine.o rg/about-th e-magazine. [Accessed 06/02/24]

102 Masking: Aterm that’s used forarange of ND+ individuals who attempt to present less ‘Neurodivergently’, and/or cope with high stress situations, this can
be through studying the perceived Neurotypical (NT) reactions/behaviours/communications of thosearound them, attempting to alter how they as ND +
individuals look/speak/behave/move/write, attempting not to publicly stim, and/or hiding their own feelings of panic/anxiety/discomfort.

103 | anguistic: A dylexie* word combing ‘Language’ and ‘Linguistic’, | have coined it to mean: the innovative or new uses of language and/or linguistics.
*dylexie — this is how |, as a dyslexic individual, term thoughts/behaviour and communication in relation to myself. It acknowledges the diagnostic term but
also reclaims it to be more colloquial/less medical.

104 Curtis, T. Leslie, E. and Dellar, R. (2000) Mad Pride. Chipmunkapublishing.
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Madness, Mad Pride and Questioning Normality’ (2024)1%>. Her writing identifies mental
illness, in part, as a construction of sociological ideals,

‘Diagnosis comes from subjective judgements of ‘professional’ about what is acceptable
behaviour. For me, madness or mental distress is not about the broken brain but broken
hearts, caused by trauma, adversity, social issues like poverty and disconnection, and
inequality and discrimination. 1%

She asserts that ‘mad’/ND+ individuals identify under a cacophony of words and
frameworks, but that self-determination is key, “The rule of thumb is to ask people how they
would like to be termed” %7, Her study room guide upon madness includes a chapter on
language, stating, “Madness and mental health are the perfect place to explore the power of
language.”1%8 In characterising her own experience of psychosis/madness she stated,

“I' had my first psychotic episode at 14, which was a terrifying experience. Psychosis is an
altered state where you can experience voices, sounds, vision, smells and tastes other
people can’t experience.”1%°

A section within her study guide is upon her involvement with Mad Pride movement, and
her friendship/solidarity with Ted Curtis, author/editor of ‘Mad Pride’ (2000). She initially
joined the movement as she saw it to have a focus upon “taking away the feeling of shame”
and upon “action and creativity”. While facilitating as part of ‘Mad Pride’ Sen discussed how
they offered creative workshops and performance opportunities including the festival
BONKERSFEST, a free music and arts festival that celebrated “madness and creativity”. 110

‘Mad Pride’ as a movement emerged from the Survivors Movement; its first recorded rally
was in Toronto Canada, 1993, where people living within sheltered psychiatric housing
combatted negative attitudes existing within their area. A number of ND+ individuals believed
The Survivor’s Movement focused too strongly upon negativity, whereas Mad Pride sought to
reclaim the word ‘Mad’ and celebrate its status of difference. Below is a quote from ‘Toronto
Mad Pride’, which still exists as a celebration today,

‘Similar to how LGBTQ communities are reclaiming the word “queer”, Mad Pride activists seek

J)

to reclaim language that has been used against us such as “mad”, “nutter”, “crazy”, “lunatic”,

105 Sen, D. (2024) Uninstalling Normality: A Study Room Guide on Madness, Mad Pride, and Questioning Normality, LADA [ONLINE]
https://www.thisisliveart.co .uk/wp-content /uploads /2024/03/DollySen-final-
compressed_2.pdf?fbclid=IwARO8dtUUEgKL_S5VH805QT8qY74e0RnRjaUD914X4WPVIYAbJTEHANIJVWTY _aem_ARd2Xf_HPIiCKLRf 2U7PBD6BInUWYHTfmKgG a
97u-1sUBTqgbg-VOtVLYxeGVWSEPYKp85TcFPiX9VIgWRmMKnK87_ [Accessed 29/03/24]

106 Sen, D. (2024) Uninstalling Normality: A Study Room Guide on Madness, Mad Pride, and Questioning Normality, LADA [ONLINE]
https://www.thisisliveart.co .uk/wp-content /uploads /2024 /03 /DollySen-final-
compressed_2.pdf?fbclid=IwARO8dtUUEgKL_S5VH805QT8qY74e0RnRjaUD914X4WPVIYAbJTEHANIJVWTY _aem_ARd2Xf_HPIiCKLRf_2U7PBD6BInUWYHTfmKgG a
97u-1sUBTqgbg-VOtVLYxeGVWSEPYKp85TcFPiX9VIgWRmMKnK87_ [Accessed 29/03/24] Section Language. p.3.

107 Sen, D. (2024) Uninstalling Normality: A Study Room Guide on Madness, Mad Pride, and Questioning Normality, LADA [ONLINE]
https://www.thisisliveart.co .uk/wp-content /uploads /2024 /03 /DollySen-final-
compressed_2.pdf?fbclid=IwARO8dtUUEgKL_S5VH805QT8qY74eoRnRjaUD914X4WPVIY4bJTEHANJvWTY_aem_ARd2Xf HPIiCKLRf_2U7PBD6BInUWYHTfmKgG a
97u-1sUBTqbg-VOtVLYxeGVWSEPYKp85TcFPiX9VIgWRmMKnK87_ [Accessed 29/03/24] Section Language. p.2.

108 Sen, D. (2024) Uninstalling Normality: A Study Room Guide on Madness, Mad Pride, and Questioning Normality, LADA [ONLINE]
https://www.thisisliveart.co .uk/wp-content /uploads /2024/03 /DollySen-final-
compressed_2.pdf?fbclid=IwARO8dtUUEgKL_S5VH805QT8qY74eoRnRjaUD914X4WPVIYAbJTEHANJvWTY_aem_ARd2Xf HPIiCKLRf_2U7PBD6BI9nUWYHTfmKgG a
97u-1sUBTgbg-VOtVLYxeGVWSEPYKp85TcFPiX9VIgWRmMKnK87_ [Accessed 29/03/24] Section: Language. p.5.

109 Sen, D. (2024) Uninstalling Normality: A Study Room Guide on Madness, Mad Pride, and Questioning Normality, LADA [ONLINE]
https://www.thisisliveart.co .uk/wp-content /uploads /2024/03 /DollySen-final-
compressed_2.pdf?fbclid=lwARO8dtUUEgKL_S5VH805QT8qY74eoRnRjaUD914X4WPVIYAbJTEHANJVWTY _aem_ARd2Xf_HPiCKLRf_2U7PBD6B9nUWyYHTfmKgG a
97u-1sUBTgbg-VOtVLYxeGVWSEPYKp85TcFPiX9VIgWRmMKnK87_ [Accessed 29/03/24] Section: | Am Mad. p.6.

110 Section: Mad Pride. P.8.
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“maniac”, and “psycho”. Reclaiming language is political and challenges discrimination. Mad
Pride participants use and refuse a variety of labels. We choose “mad” as an umbrella term.’*!

The Mad Pride movement produced a substantial amount of literature from a number of its
contributors, endorsing styles more characterised by non-confirmative, sporadic, and perhaps
‘zany’ writing content and aesthetic. The term and concept of Neurodivergent developed
within a number of communities, in 1997 Judy Singer’s writings helped popularize the term,
and newly identifying Neurodivergent+ individuals began demanding recognition on their
terms. All three of these movements, ‘Survivors’, ‘Mad’ and ‘ND+’, focus on Neurodivergent+
individuals unionising and taking charge of their narratives outside the confines of the medical
model of disability!!2.

These movements, though politically driven, started lending themselves towards literature,
creative writing, speech, and performances as a means for Neurodivergent+ people to be
heard and assert their identity. Several ND+ artists interviewed for this research echoed their
sentiments, with many contemporary writing and performance inspirations still being rooted
in expressing mistreatment and alienation. Going forward, a number of contemporary ND+
creatives acknowledge the need to artistically express pain/injustice but hope that the
society/environment in which we exist and survive will aid us in fostering more progressive
assertions surrounding ND+ identity, which will hopefully leave room for new types of ND+
creativities to develop.

The Autie-Biography:

‘Those individuals who speak, write or communicate in some other way make their presence
felt through their entry into the domain of cultural representation [...] their individuality is a
narrative of its own.’!13

This quote from Murray’s ‘Representing Autism, Culture, Narrative, Fascination’(2008)
suggests that there is something about the Neurodivergent+ voice, and writing that inherently
taps into ND+ perspective. The term ‘autie-biography’ was pioneered by some of the first
autistic writers, two dominant founders being: Dr Temple Grandin, an American autistic
academic, and Donna Williams an Australian autistic teacher and international speaker, both
of whom began publishing works in the early to mid-1990s.

Temple Grandin began her career by specialising in animal rights work, involving her
fashioning environments to improve cattle slaughterhouses'!4. After rising to fame, she was
widely considered the ‘female face of autism’ and lectured in autism studies at Colorado State
University. Grandin publicly expressed views that advocate the separation of ‘useful/high
functioning’ autistic peoples from ‘less useful autism’, which she voiced should be cured or
aborted!!>. Though controversial, Grandin remains respected in her field and has written
widely about her life and experiences as an autistic woman. Her most famous writing being

111 Mad Pride Toronto (2020) What is Mad Pride? WordPress [ONLINE] http://www.torontomadprid e.com/what-is-mp/ [Accessed 10/08/2020]

112 pisability Wales (2023) Neurodiversity and the Social Modal of Disability [ONLINE] https://www.disabilitywal es.org/n eurodiversity-and-th e-social-mod el-of-
disability/ [Accessed 15/02/24]

113 Murray, S.(2008) Representing Autism. Culture, Narrative, Fascination. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 16-17.

114 National Women’s Hall of Fame (2023) ‘Temple Grandin’ [ONLINE] https://www.womenofthehall.org/inductee/temple-grandin [Accessed 16/02/24]

115 Crossman, C. (2019) ‘Why Temple Grandin is Not My Hero’, In the Loop About Neurodiversity [ONLINE]
https://intheloopaboutneurodiversity.wordpress.com/2019/07/21/why-temple-grandin-is-not-my-

hero/#:~:text=As%20a%20beli ever%20in %20functioning,wh eat %20free%20and %20dairy %20free. [Accessed 24/03/24]
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her autobiography ‘Thinking in Pictures’ (1995) was produced as a film in 2010. Other
renowned works are: ‘Emergence’, ‘Labelled Autistic’ (1986), and ‘The Autistic Brain, Thinking
Across the Spectrum’ (2013).

Another prominent ‘Autie-biograpical’ voice was Donna Williams; renowned for writings upon
her autistic experience, has cultivated a less controversial reputation. Her writing, though
highly creative, strongly advocates a narrative of ‘overcoming’ and self-improvement through
learning how to appear less autistic. Though upsetting to many modern readers, this was her
view and experience of autism in the 1990s, prior to more substantial recognition and support
of the Neurodivergent+ movements. Her most notable works are: ‘Nobody Nowhere’ (1992),
‘Somebody Somewhere’ (1994), ‘Like Colour to the Blind’(1996) and ‘Everyday Heaven’ (2004).
Below Williams is quoted from Nobody Nowhere talking about how she began writing and

expressing herself in ways which might be considered unconventional,

“In English [class], | would write, though never on the prescribed topic. I'd spend the time
writing evasively about something which disturbed me. [...] | would always finish my work off
with a lightly pencilled sketch drawn over the writing, covering the length of the page which,
| felt, would more adequately capture what | was trying to express.”11®

Regardless of their views, these were the first women to reach international autism literacy
fame. Their personal views and life experiences may not be shared by contemporary autistic
women, but their voices were heard in an era that was not only more restrictive for women,
but also those with differing neurologies. They had the courage to be ‘out’ as Autistic/ND+;
undoubtably making it easier for others, such as myself, to persevere in future years. Donna
Williams, poetic by nature, comments on how she wrote her first ‘autie-biography’:

‘Writing it had been like a fever before the waking. Words had attacked the pages, my
fingers striking the keys of the plastic typewriter with such speed and ferocity that the
manuscript felt like it was written in braille. There was little awareness of what was being
written.’%’

Since Grandin’s and Williams’ publications, the term ‘autie-biography’''® emerged and several
similar terms have joined: autistic autobiography!!®, autism narratives!??, AS (autistic
spectrum) writings, autism testimonies. In a paper by lan Hacking upon the pertinence of
Autistic Autobiographies he states,

‘Autism narratives are not just stories or histories, describing a given reality. They are creating
the language in which to describe the experience of autism, and hence helping to forge the
concepts in which to think autism. 121

In another paper, ‘How We have been Learning to talk about Autism: A Role for Stories’, he
wrote,

116 Wwilliams, D. (1992) Nobody Nowhere. Doubleday.

117 van Goidsenhoven, L. (2017) ‘Autie-Biographies’: Life Writing Genres and Strategies from an Autistic Perspective’, Journal of Language Literature and
Culture. 64(2): 79-95. A traditional genre perspective and its textual assumptions p.5.

18autie-Biography: The writing and reflections of an autistic individual on the topic/reflection of their own autistic experiences.

19Hacking, I. (2009a) ‘Autistic Autobiography’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B. Vol. 364, Issue 1522.

120Neff, M. (2023) ‘Autistic Narratives VS Autistic Stories’, Neurodivergent Insights. [ONLINE] https://neurodivergentinsights.com/blog/au tism-narratives-vs-
autistic-stories [Accessed 16/02/24]

121 Hacking, I.(2009a) ‘Autistic Autobiography’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B. Vol. 364, Issue 1522.
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“Oneroleforthe wave of autism stories now being published, is to create such a langue of autism.
This in turn effects how autistic people think ofthemselves. It certainly affects how nonautistics,
“Neurotypical Individuals” think about autism.”*22

Hacking asserts that making way for Autistic/Neurodivergent+ writings goes further than
flat/superficial documentation of ‘stories or histories’, and relates to creating something new,
through the developing assertions surrounding of autistic identity. Leni Van Goidsenhoven, an
autistic academic, published, ‘Autie-biographies: Life Writing Genres and Strategies from an
Autistic Perspective’*?3 in 2017 on the topic of what the ‘autie-biography’ is and how it is
progressing into more mainstream culture,

‘The proliferation of life writings written by people on the autism spectrum is a relatively
recent phenomenon and has quickly become the touchstone for autism culture. Cultural and
literary studies have gradually acknowledged these autism narratives. Is it possible to
approach them as a new subgenre within life writing or disability narratives, and if so, what
are its distinctive features and what could this labelling possibly imply?’14

Leni Van Goidsenhoven’s paper upon ‘Autie-biography’ poses questions that this PHD has
sought to address. The text discusses if autie-biographies could be innately different from the
already existent genres of life writing and disability narrative. Van Goidsenhoven’s article
discusses how autie-biographies were the beginning of literature on the topic of autism that
were not medically driven. Though this narrative would have reflected the view of wider
society, the article goes on to discuss the role of publishing houses in creating and
perpetuating these views. With the development of a new genre also emerges ideas of what
it should comprise of. This leads to this research’s second question: Are Neurodivergent+
voices being censored, edited, or tailored by editors and publicists?

‘Numerous constraints are formatting the genre [a-biography] and are manipulating it
towards the demands of the market. Or, as Couser stated: ‘( ... ) cultural forces determine
what sorts of stories get written and published, who gets a life.*2° In order to examine the
complexity of the disability memoir boom, we propose to look into the proliferation of
autism narratives or what is called ‘autie-biographies’. More precisely, we investigate them as
part of a production cycle that has to continually negotiate between the demands of the
individual’s unique story, the expectations of a community and a commercial rationale. More
precisely, we focus on Jessica Kingsley Publishers (JKP), a leading international niche
publisher in the field of neurological and cognitive differences.’2®

On the one hand, Van Goidsenhoven is highlighting that the more publishers who are aware
of the genre and value the autie-biography has, then the more autie-biographies will be
published. However, publishers would then become gatekeepers for autistic voices/narrative;
autistic voices being ‘policed” to meet neurotypical commercial publishing standards and
certain story-line expectations. The article concludes that the first autie-biographies written

122 Hacking. M. HACKING, 1. (2009). How We Have Been Learning To Talk About Autism: A Role For Stories. Metaphilosophy, 40(3/4), 499-516. [ONLINE]
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24439798 [Accessed 19/03/24]

123 van Goidsenhoven, L. (2017) ‘Autie-Biographies’: Life Writing Genres and Strategies from an Autistic Perspective’, Journal of Language Literature and
Culture. 64(2): 79-95.

124 yan Goidsenhoven, L. (2017) ‘Autie-Biographies’: Life Writing Genres and Strategies from an Autistic Perspective’, Journal of Language Literature and
Culture. 64(2): 79-95.

125 Courser, T. (1997) Recovering bodies, ‘liness Disability and Life Writing. University Wisconsin Press.

126 yJan Goidsenhoven, L. (2017) ‘Autie-Biographies’: Life Writing Genres and Strategies from an Autistic Perspective’, Journal of Language Literature and
Culture. 64(2): 79-95.
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by Temple Grandin and Donna Williams were not written to start a genre, rather, for self-
expression. The article suggests that contemporary novels published on the topic of autism
now need to meet cultural sensitivities or political expectations (even if they are policed by
the autism community itself), which could lead them to be less in tune with true/individual
self-expression.

On the topic of autism and the ‘autie-biography’ and how it has developed currently into the
215t century, Sara Gibbs, autistic author of ‘Drama Queen’ (2021)*?7, chaired her own limited
series Podcast ‘Aut Hour’128 which exclusively interviews present-day autistic authors such as
Erin Ekins, Abigail Balfe, Lizzie Huxley-Jones, Morenike Giwa Onaiwu and Nicole Burstein.
Regarding ethos and ‘Autie-Biography’ Gibbs is taking conversations a step further in not only
giving autistic authors a place to talk upon their writings, but also creating safe ND+ spaces
where autistic authors can speak freely/without prejudice with other autistic authors upon
writing and process. Similarly to this research upon ND+ aesthetics, and my own interviews
with ND+ creatives, Gibbs, within Aut Hour, has facilitated conversations that empathetically
continue conversations surrounding writing/autism and autie-biography in the 21t century;
what is striking about her lines of enquiry, is that she is able to pursue authentic, non-
threatening lines of enquiry, using her own experiences to examine other autistic author’s
lived experiences, such as when they first recognising themselves as autistic, and how this
transcends into their writings. Regarding Neurodivergence and solidarity, a reason why her
podcast seems authentic/relaxed is that, with Gibbs, as well as the interviewee being autistic,
there is a natural breakdown of hierarchy!?® whereby Gibbs is able to question her
interviewees from a place of understanding. Within her 4th podcast episode, with Lizzie Huxley
Jones autistic author of ‘Stim’ a collection of short stories by different autistic authors, Gibb'’s
commented,

“The Eclectic mix of styles and subject matter is such a great showcase of what our brilliant
branes can don when we’re allowed the space to do it”*3°

Within Courser’s collection ‘Recovering Bodies, ‘lliness Disability and Life Writing” (1997)%31,
many of the essays suggest that Life Writing, in relation to disability, which | am extrapolating
to Neurodivergence, can capture/contain perspectives, and empathy towards experiences of
disability and pain/mental illness (and | argue Neurodivergence) that are able to obtain and
give others, such as medical professionals, more in-depth understandings that would not be
able to be found/understood/captured within diagnostic speech or manuals; art/poetry/Life
Writing can capture perspectives that permeate beyond medical definitions, thereby
humanising these experiences. Within the introduction, ‘Human Conditions — llIness,
Disability and Life Writing’, it also stipulates that sometimes illness/disability (and | argue
Neurodivergence/Mental health conditions) are seen as an ‘interruption’ to life, rather than
experiences that are lived through, can be constant, and ultimately inform an individual’s

127 Gibbs. S (2021) Drama Queen, ‘One Autistic Woman and a Life of Unhelpful Labels’. Headline

128 Gibbs, S. (2021-2023) Aut Hour. Spotify [ONLINE] https://open.spotify.com/show/613Ai66JCoNNnVWrE8x8YD [Accessed 26/03/24]

129 Note: In instances with autistic interviewees and Neurotypical interviewers, there runs arisk of the Neurotypical interviewer setting certain precedence of
‘normality’ vs ‘abnormality’, and following lines of questioning that can be from places of curiosity/fas cination, rather than empathy and understanding.

130 Gibbs, S. (2023) Aut Hour Lizzie Huxley-Jones. AutHour on Spotify [ONLINE] https://open.spotify.com/show/613Ai66JCoNNnVWrE8x8YD [Accessed
26/03/24]

131 Courser, T. (1997) Recovering bodies, ‘llness Disability and Life Writing. University Wisconsin Press. Introduction: Human Conditions- lliness, Disability and
Life Writing. p.5.
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perspectives and life views. Regarding OCD, and my own experiences of having intense
episodes, | relate strongly to this sentiment, that the continuous ‘episodes’ do not exist in
complete isolation/separation; when within them | still need to work/interact and
communicate, and when they have passed, | remember them, experiencing them, for better
of for worse, changes me and my outlooks.

One of the developing ideologies around Neurodivergence highlighted within this research,
relating directly to elements of my trajectory, is to challenge assertions relating to binary
diagnosis. The notion of distinct diagnostic categorisation in relation to ND+ identity has
been framed by ideas surrounding The Medical Models of Disability/Neurodivergence. Strict
diagnostic segregation risks creating barriers of understanding and collaboration between
Neurodivergent+ individuals with similar lived experiences. Many ND+ individuals will never
formally get a specific ND+ diagnosis, perhaps due to lack of opportunity, sometimes choice,
but will have narratives that inherently resonate/are akin with ND+ experience/narrative.
Research conducted by Duran University suggested that 80% of autistic are women
misdiagnosed,

‘...Autism and ADHD are both often missed or even misdiagnosed in women. Nearly 80% of
women with autism are misdiagnosed — often with conditions such as borderline personality
disorder, eating disorders, bipolar disorder and anxiety. It’s currently unknown how often
women with ADHD are misdiagnosed.’132

Even within medical fields it is becoming increasingly clear that individuals have/are being
misdiagnosed, with women being much more likely to receive mental health diagnoses.
Many women live only with mental health diagnosis and will never be recognised/recognise
themselves as Autistic/ADHD; in recognising the many ways in which neurodivergence
intersects, we can connect to a number of otherwise ‘lost’/isolated ND+ voices.
Extrapolating further, diagnosis can perhaps be viewed more in terms of ‘best fit’ for a range
of individual Neurodivergent+ presentations and experiences, already terms such as
AuDHD?'33 (both autistic and ADHD) are emerging more colloquially for ND+ individuals.

A number of ND+ individuals may relate to more mental health-centred identity/diagnosis
such as repetitive/enduring OCD, bi-bolar disorder, mania/psychotic/depressive/anxiety
condition/identity differently to how they appreciate more
neurocognitive/neurodevelopmental identity/diagnosis such as ADHD, Autism, Dyslexia,
Dyspraxia. In terms of my relationship to being ND+, | feel quite negatively impacted by
OCD, obsessions/compulsions, but have a much more ‘positive’/encompassing appreciation
towards Autistic/Dyslexic/Dyspraxic identity. | spoke with Angella Barnes, ADHD performer
and comedian, who similarly voiced how she views her ADHD differently/as more identity
encompassing than her mental health diagnosis3#. With this in mind, though | have a
splattering of medical labels | generally view myself as having one, non-diagnosis specific,

132pyrham University. (2022) ‘Why Women with Autism and ADHD aren’t diagnosed until Adulthood’ [ONLINE]
http://www.durham.ac.uk/research/current /thought-lead ership/wom en-with-autism--adhd-ar ent-diagnosed-until-adulthood [Accessed 17/12/23]
133Neurodiverse Counselling Centre (2023) ‘Support for Duel Diagnosis’ [ONLINE] http://www.neurodiversecouplescounseling.com/audhd [Accessed 19/12/23]
134 Robdale, E. (2023) ‘Angella Barnes, ‘Comedy, ADHD, Dopamine and Depression”, Disability Arts Online [ONLINE] <
https://disabilityarts.online/magazine/opinion/angela-b arnes-comedy-adhd-dopamine-and-depression/] [Accessed 16/02/24]
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Neurodivergent+ identity; | consider my position, in relation to Neurodivergence and
Identity, inherently post-diagnostic'3> in nature.

Relating specifically to what is now termed Neurodivergent+ identity, long-lasting/enduring
mental health diagnosis/experience/identity as well as neurodevelopmental/neurocognitive
diagnosis/experience/identity are both covered by many definitions of the widening criteria
of Neurodivergent+ bellow | have included a quote from Very Well Minds from their article,
‘What Does it Mean to be Neurodivergent+ ’,

‘While originally used to refer specifically to people who are autistic, usage of the term has
broadened significantly in years since. Neurodivergence now refers to any structured,
consistent way that brains work differently for a group of people than they do for the
majority of others.'136

| have also included a list of some of the categorisation of Neurodivergent+ from The
University of Glasgow’s Post-Graduate-Research Blog,

Types of Neurodivergence
Examples of conditions/labels that come under Neurodivergent are:
e Autism, Asperger’ s, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Pathological Demand Avoidance or
Sensory Processing Disorder
e Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)
e Tourette’ sSyndrome
e Dyslexia
e Dyspraxia
e Dyscalculia
e Dysgraphia
e Meares-Irlen Syndrome
e Hyperlexia
e Synaesthesia
Some other conditions such as schizophrenia, OCD, anti-social personality disorder,
borderline personality disorder, dissociative disorder, and bipolar disorder can be
classed as a form of neurodivergence too. 3’

As explained, | have diagnoses relating to both mental health and neurocognitive
identifications, (ND+), both of which influence how/why | identify as ND+. It is partly due to
this that | believe the term autie-biography is too diagnostically exclusive. It is my belief that,
as a community, bringing ND+ individuals together will strengthen authentic representation
by propagating the reality of ND+ duality. The second reason why this research does not fit
the criteria for autie-biographies is that, though each autie-biography is different, they are all
based upon the premise of autobiographical life-writing, meaning that the genre does not
include fictional portrayals of autism; even if the author is an autistic person who has written
about an autistic character, this would not fulfil the requirement of an autie-biography.

135 post-Diagnostic: | am using this term to refer to an understanding of Neurodivergence, in relation to culture/identity, that extends past diagnostic terms
and may develop further going forwards.

136 Resnick, A. (2023) What is Neurodivergence? [ONLINE] www.verywellmind .com/what-is-neurodivergence- and-wh at-does-it-mean-to-be-N eurodivergent+
-5196627 [Accessed 16/12/23]

137 University of Glasgow (2021) Neurodiversity & Neurodivergent: What do they mean and how do they impact me as a PGR?
[ONLINE]Juofgpgrblog.com/pgrblog/2021/3/24 /neurodiversit y#:~:text=Typ es%200f%20Neurodiver genc e&t ext =So me %2 0other %20conditions%20such%2 Oas,a
%20form%200f%20neurodivergence%20too [Accessed 16/12/23]
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Fictional writing is my strength. It allows for far more flexibility and deviation not only of the
plot, but also the way the plot is displayed. Other ND+ individuals play with form to break
away from grammar standardisation rules and regulations which may inhibit creative writing
as an expressive art form. Additionally, as has been endorsed within Sylvia Plath’s ‘A Bell Jar’
(1963), where Plath intermingles elements of her own experiences of mental unwell and
psychiatric units into the narrator Esther'38, this is also done within McBride’s ‘A Girl is a Half-
Formed Thing’ (2012) and Sarah Kane's ‘4.48 Psychosis’ (1999). Fiction alsoallows a ND+ writer
to protect their own sense of self in terms of anonymity and privacy; in writing ‘The Casual
Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’, it has enabled me to talk/express elements of lived
experience surrounding OCD/thought intrusion that | would not have written or published in
my own voice.

McBride commented within an interview to London Magazine in October of 2021 entitled,
‘Women are Expected to Tell Their Personal Stories All the Time’13°. She voiced that woman
feel as if they must reveal their sexual experiences publicly to be taken seriously as a writer,
to be sexist as a standard. In ‘A Girl is a Half-Formed Thing’ she leaves it ambiguous whether,
or to what degree, the narrative is fictitious or based upon autobiographical experiences.

Within this thesis | attempt to create and define new terminology surrounding
Neurodivergent+ as a genre within the arts; reflecting upon discussions so far, | suggest these
distinctions:

Neurodivergent+ Literature: this encompasses a variety of ND+ authorship and literary
genres, not just autobiography, but also fiction, short stories, poetry, and playwriting. The
autie-biography would sit within Neurodivergent+ literature alongside Sarah Kane’s ‘4.48
Psychosis’, and Sally Gardner’s ‘Maggot Moon’.

This research is not just interested in intrinsic ways that ND+ people can deviate language, but
also how, and if it is ethical, to use language to creatively signify ND+ characterisation.

Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics: A sub-category of Neurodivergent+ literature that encourages
ND+ writers to express their own neurotypes, thoughts, and processing style within their
writing, and encourages innovative form and lexis.

Note: regarding this second category, this thesis discusses how NT authors already have
(and will likely continue) to contribute to ND+ presenting aesthetics, and potential
ethics/discussions this raises.

Creative Writing as a Malleable Art vs Stringent Academic Writing

Creative writing does not need to follow agreed standardised grammar, spelling, or syntax. It
lies somewhere between word play, train of thought, and ‘art’ as a more general genre.
Creative writing can be used as a way to express yourself; it is not necessarily written with an
audience in mind. Daniel Oliver, within our interview and also his Dyspraxic Performance
text ‘Awkwoods’149, explains how within his performance he does not mind if people enjoy it

138 Jordison, S. (2012) ‘Art and Autobiography in ‘The Bell Jar”. The Guardian [ONLINE] https://www.theguardian .com /books/2013 /jan /09/readin g-group-
autobiography-bell-jar [Accessed 16/02/24]

139 McBride, E. (2021) ‘Women are Expected to Tell Their Personal Stories All the Time'. The London Magazine [ONLINE]
https://www.thelondonmagazine.o rg/interview- women-ar e- expect ed-to-tel l-their-personal-story- all-th e-time-in-conversation-with- eim ear-mcbrid e/
[Accessed 06/09/2022]

140 Oliver, D.(2014) Awkwoods, Daniel Oliver’s Dyspraxic Adventures into Participatory Performance. Live Art Development Agency.
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or not; he makes it for himself first, and if they enjoy it, that is a bonus; he believes that this
is what gives a unique aesthetic. Something that this thesis touches upon, relating to ND+
aesthetics and expression, is whether it is ethical to edit/amend elements of performance
and/or writing in light of improving more mainstream understanding/accessibility; this is
discussed more thoroughly in the conclusion, but, in short, it is discussed how all work can
benefit from editing, but editors working with ND+ authors/their work might need to take
different approaches and be aware of ND+ aesthetics, so not to intrinsically edit them out.

Formal and academic language could have developed with structures and formats that could
now be viewed ableist/less accessible for a number of ND+ individuals. ND+ students who are
able to access higher education may remain at a disadvantage because they have difficulty
with specific standardisations. Their papers may be more likely to get lower marks, be refused
or not accepted, and they may not be chosen to speak at events and conferences. Lennie and
Kaz, founders of DYSPLA, within their interview, spoke about feeling unwelcome at many
events because people did not always respect the way they communicated or presented ideas.
If the quite ridged standardisation of language is considered appropriate for academia, can
the un-standardisation of language be considered more valuable regarding the arts, creativity,
and creative writing?

The ideas and questions explored/posed within this thesis are:

Could certain forms of communication/self-expression be caricaturised by Neurotypical
standardisations making them less accessible to Neurodivergent+ creatives? Can
Neurodivergent+ creative expression, through the mediums of written word and/or
performance, develop to encompass aesthetics that are better representative of ND+
perception, communication, language process, and lived experience? Can the varied thinking
patterns of ND+ individuals be captured in creative writing and performance? And, could there
be a more intrinsic/natural modes of expression/communication that could be utilised as
mediums for claiming/developing ND+ identity and narrative?

Neurodivergent+ and lliness Narratives: Iliness narrative/s have been growing in popularity
and given attention in this year’s Neurodivergent+ Congress’s Symposium; discussions
circulated upon how these genres have a number of overlapping of sentiment and ethos, such
as foregrounding specific feelings/experiences as not only important, but inherently
connected to the self. Ann Jurecic’s ‘lllness as Narrative’'4! extrapolates upon Iliness as
Narrative as a genre,

‘There are many explanations for why and how illness memaoirs evolved into a thriving genre
in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. When science developed better
explanations for disease and more effective treatments, personal stories of illness were
displaced from clinical settingsin the United States and surfaced elsewhere. With the growth
of the publishing industry, changed attitudes toward personal disclosure, patient activism
about women'’s health and AIDS, and the rise of the Internet, more people turned to the
written word to give illness meaning.’*4?

141 Jurecic, A. (2012) lliness as Narrative. University of Pittsburgh Press.
142 jurecic, A. (2012) lliness as Narrative. University of Pittsburgh Press. Chapter Two: Life narratives in the risk society. pp. 18-42.
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But with this in mind, there are also several contrasts, one being that lliness Narratives are a
much larger discipline than the ND+ narrative. Several ND+ narratives, especially with the
inclusion of mental health experience/conditions, may also fit into Iliness Narratives, but this
is not representative of all ND+ identifying individuals/their experiences; a number of ND+
identifications such as Dyslexia, ADHD, Autism, dyspraxia, Tourette’s Syndrome, view
themselves as ‘wired differently’ but do not perceive this in terms of illness. In relation to
Neurodivergence for many it is synonymous with/to existing, therefore the creativities
powering these narratives stem from a range of sources, interests, joys, and fascinations,
which are not at all related with illness. With respect to this research, | would also argue that
when/if ND+ narratives and lliness narratives ‘co-exist’, it is important for both genres to be
equally recognised within the narrative, not only so that other ND+ individuals are able to find
them (asthey might not be aware of them if only under Iliness Narratives) but that so differing
elements of identity and their overlap can be distinguished.

Neurodivergent+ Writing is not intrinsically Writing as Therapy

This genre/source of writing encapsulates many of the arguments expressed above in the
discussion of lliness Narratives; a number of Neurodivergent+ individuals may/will write as a
form of therapy. It may be true that currently several ND+ individuals have been further at risk
of events such as sexual assaults and episodes of mental health unwell, but not only can some
of this be viewed in terms of the social model of disability (rather than an innate truth of being
ND+), but this is by no means the one and only root/reason/inspiration behind ND+ writings.
Additionally, therapy and experiencing trauma are not synonymous to being ND+, many NT
individuals write as a form of therapy. An element of writing as therapy is viewed in terms of
having space to reflect. Moving away from trauma narratives, though many ND+ writers may
write to process their life, | would argue that this can be a more innate day-to-day need/drive,
rather than something specifically therapeutic.

Why ND+ Aesthetics are not Intrinsically Post-Modern:

Though some ND+ Aesthetics may hold similarities to the styles endorsed within post-
modernism, this section expands upon how the motivations and reasons behind ND+
‘deviation’ are not the same.

Post-modernism as a literary genre/style emerged in the second half of the 20th century43,
and is generally defined as 4

‘[Post-modern] literature takes on new qualities and characteristics that it did not
have in earlier decades. Post-modernist writers sought to undermine established
literary conventions as a way to explore their own intense feelings surrounding the
major events that had occurred in the world during their lifetimes.

Post-modernism in literature indicates a departure from earlier genres. Post-
modernists attempted to express the deep paranoia and sense of meaninglessness
that they felt as a result of the Second World War and other major historical events.

143 Butler, C.Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (2002) Oxford.
144 Blakeley, S.(2023) ‘Post Modernism Literature Characteristics’ [ONLINE] https://study.com/learn/lesson/postmod ernism-literature-charac teristics-
examples.html [Accessed 07/09/22]
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Post-modernism is credited with breaking apart many literary standards and paving
the way for new genres that have emerged in recent decades. Post-modern literature
is also considered an important exploration of the human psyche and a creative and
unusual form of artistic expression.

A rejection of the distinctions between high and low culture

An exploration of meaninglessness and absurdity

An interest in mixing genres in a single work

An obsession with challenging philosophical and psychological questions’4>

Post-modernism is more of a purposeful creation and deviation of genre from previous genre
expectations. However, what | am proposing as possible ND+ Aesthetics is not necessarily
driven by a purposeful wish to challenge existing norms, but rather to create a more authentic
reflection of how ND+ authors process language and communicate. Additionally, though post-
modern, multi-modal language purposely defies form to create new genres, it does not claim
to represent, be attached to, or encompass ND+ narration/identity/culture/self-expression.

Some ND+ and post-modernist aesthetics have similarities, but their roots come from a
differing ethos and source. While post-modern language is focused upon comprehending and
breaking down emotions around ‘major events’, ND+ Aesthetics is far more centred on
personal perceptions; there is focus on individuals being able to express their lived
experiences, rather than theories surrounding post-modernism, which concentrate more
prominently upon revealing more about the human condition in general. ND+ Aesthetics may
be better positioned to capture/express the complexity of ND+ thought and demonstrate ND+
sensitivities and perspective.

Note: Though Neurodivergence is not intrinsically post-modern, a number of ND+ authors
may purposely utilize post-modern aesthetics; meaning that their writing/performance may
denote post-modernism and ND+ aesthetics.

145B|akeley, S. ‘Post Modernism Literature Characteristics’ (2021) Study.com https://study.com/learn/lesson/postmod ernism-literature-characteristics-
examples.html [Accessed 07/09/22]
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Brief Overview of Disability/ND+ Models:

To be able to understand the ethos behind this research it is also helpful to be briefly
acquainted with these models of disability/ND+. Figure 1:

Four Models of Disability/Neurodivergence

-

_— Medical Model 2
T .
e .
He medical model of disability Thedntegrated model of disability recognises that The Social Model of Disability assurnes
is based upon the premise and society’s prejudice and lack of accommodation creates that the difficulties a ND+ person, or
/" presumption that disabled and barriers which undoubtably effect how ND+ people, person with disabilities, encounters
/ ND+ peoples experience difficult / and people with disabilities are treated/what \ are a result of an unaccommodating
or unpleasant situations within opportunities they are offered. However, this model \ and/or prejudiced society; it is the
day-to-day life that result from of disability also acknowledges that a person’s ND+ \ community refusing to accommodate
their medical, neurological, identity or disability (such as chronic pain/psychotic | adjustments which causes disabled
psychological differences and episodes/depression) can be a disabling factorin and | and ND+ difficulties. The Social Model
\ symptoms. of themselves (not only created by society prejudice). / also assumes that society carries
However, unakin to the medical model, The /' specific prejudices that cause them to
Integrated Model strongly advocates societal emp}thy underestimates a disabled or ND+
\ and understanding of these experiences, and noy persons capacity, and thusly does not
N merely viewing them as inherent barriers. - offer them opportunities to thrive:

Model 4: Neurodivergent+ Model of Disability (sometimes in separation from disability):
This is a developing model. Though many ND+ individuals’ views align with the sentiments of
both the Integrated Model and Social Model of disability, several ND+ individuals do not view
differing neurotypes in terms of inherent disability (rather they see being ‘wired differently’
more in terms of perceptive/communicational difference), and therefore do not necessarily
identify as disabled/with disability.

Many ND+ individuals do firmly identify as disabled/stand with the disability movement; one
prominent ND+/Disability voice being Jess Thom, who is directly discussed and interviewed in
Chapter Two, she is a ND+ woman who uses a wheelchair and strongly advocates the
solidarity/unionship of Disabled and ND+ peoples. Many ND+ individuals wish to develop the
general understanding of disability to be more inclusive of ND+ needs; a number of ND+
individuals also have physical disabilities.

This thesis is an exploration of ND+ creative practice within literature and performance, but
what makes it complicated and ultimately human is that ND+ identity and ideology has come
from a range of sources and philosophies. Concerning the philosophy and sentiment of this
research and its ethos, The Integrated Model of Disability!4® has been chosen to underpin its
essence:

146 Seelman, K. (2003) Trends in rehabilitation and disability: transition from a medical model to an integrative model. National Rehabilitation Conference
Keynote. Tokorozawa, Japan: National Centre for Persons with Disabilities.
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‘The Integrated Model of Disability is an attempt to merge, or at least bring together,
the medical and social perspectives’ (Seelman, 2003).147 (See figure one Page 24)

This model acknowledges that many depictions of ND+ have been shaped by societal
attitudes, but also that psychological and cognitive differences can impact ND+ communities.
Within my exploration of ND+ creative writing and performance, | occasionally touch upon
psychological/neurological difference. | see taking elements of our heavily pathologised
history and re-using it to be relevant within the fields of literature, linguistics, and
performance to be a way of reclaiming narrative and voice'®. However, | recognise this is a
delicate area of expansion due to the potential that stigmas have in rehashing stereotypes
that prevail within the areas of psychology/psychiatry/pathology, and simply transfering them
to fields of literature/performance/the arts.

Contemporary Neurodivergence: The general acknowledgment of neurodivergence has
grown since this research began in 2019. The number of publications on Amazon by ‘out’” ND+
author grows larger by the month. New terms stemming from ND+ communities are beginning
to be coined that help build upon appreciations of ND+ experiences, including recognitions
towards spirituality, gender, and sexuality; As detailed in Preface, terms such as
neuroqueer!*?, neurogender’?, autie-gender!®!, and gendervague®? have arisen that detail
ND+ individuals who believe that their sense of self, gender, and sexuality are inextricably
linked.

Furthermore, in 2019 this research began arguing that neurodivergence should become its
own genre, and in the current year (2024), neurodivergence can now be searched for as a
performance genre at the Edinburgh Fringe, enabling people interested in ND+ performance
to seek it out more easily. Moreover, the movement is being acknowledged by more
mainstream parties; The Labour party now has a ND+ manifesto thanks to ND+ political poet
Janine Booth'®3, and, regarding personal progression | have recently formed my own Arts
Council Funded ND+ arts collective ‘MixMatched’, supporting ND+ writers, poets, and
performers in having a sense of solidarity and developing/sharing ND+ voice.

ND+ communities are beginning to grow and nurture themselves, this sense of internal
solidarity is slowly changing the world around us and spreading into wider spaces; now is an
exciting and explorative time for ND+ narratives.

147 Seelman, K.D. (2003). Trends in rehabilitation and disability: transition from a medical model to an integrative model. National Rehabilitation Conference
Keynote. Tokorozawa, Japan: National Center for Persons with Disabilities.

148 Note: The section ‘Psychology and Diagnosis: A Matter of Syntax?’, briefly discusses how/why ‘pathological’ cognitive differences are thought to factor into
differences within linguistic processes, but attempts to shift these conversations, that initially developed to highlight ‘deficit’, to now be thought as relevant to
ND+ creativity and innovation.

149 Walker, N.(2021) Neuroqueer Heresies: Notes on the Neurodiversity Paradigm, Autistic Empowerment, and Postnormal Possibilities. Autonomous Press.

150 | GBTQIA+ Wiki (2024) ‘Neurogender’ [ONLINE] https://Igbtgia.fandom.com/wiki/Neurogender [Accessed 19/02/24]

151 Autigender [ONLINE]

https://gender.fandom.com/wiki /Autigend er#:~:text=Au tigender %2 C%200r %20autisgend er %2 C%20is %2 0a, ma king %2 0it%20difficult %20to%2 Odescrib e
[Accessed 19/02/23]

152Brown, L. (2011) ‘GenderVague At the Intersection of Autistic and Trans Experiences’, AutisticChoya [ONLINE]

http://www.autistichoya.com /2020/05/gendervagu e-at-inters ection-of-autistic.htm| [Accessed 16/10/23]

153 Robdale, E. (2020) ‘The Autistic Marxist Motor Mouth’. Disability Arts Online [ONLINE] https://disabilityarts.online/magazine/opinion/th e-autistic- marxist-
motormouth-janine-booth-and-the-poetry-of-politics/ [Accessed 20/02/24]
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Chapter Two: ND+ Contemporary Voice

This thesis has two main strands: interviews with current ND+ arts collectivesto ascertain ND+
contemporary voice and creative practice, and the identification of ND+ language/aesthetics
within selected works. This chapter mainly focuses upon UK based ND+ arts collectives and
interviews | have conducted with their founders, alongside several other ND+ creatives who
have spoken upon their drive and craft.

Regarding autoethnographic research, it has been the investigation into ‘contemporary voices’
that has been, for me, the most prolific and insightful element of this thesis; as a ND+
researcher/creative, connecting to other ND+ creatives who are adding to existing situated
knowledge is what has fuelled my research, and ultimately proved its relevance. Since
beginning this exploration (2019) | have attended several talks and workshops, some of which
have been led by ND+ creatives for ND+ creatives, for the purpose of being able to
connect/build a sense of creative solidarity (For full list of interviews see Appendix A). | have
also interviewed over 20 artists and various ND+ playwrights, performers, authors, and editors
in order to gather information upon the roots and inspiration fuelling ND+ narratives. | believe
they can be the bedrock for building a shared sense of creative ND+ commonality and
progression. Towards the end of this section, | elaborate on how their voices have influenced
my own creative output.

For me, the most insightful and engaging part of my research methodology has been
conducting these interviews, enabling me to directly connect to present day ND+ writers
/artists. These bonds have been the lifeblood of this research; not only helping me find a
greater sense of solidarity, but also confirming that | am not alone in the recognition of ND+
Aesthetics. Many of the conversations | had within these interviews have informed my writing
and perspective throughout this PhD, however, this section is more specifically focused on
unearthing discussions from interviewees.

In discussing the upcoming interviews, | willintroduce each interviewee before continuing the
discussion by stressing points of similarity and contrast, comparing viewpoints, perspectives,
and drive. Through talking to other ND+ creatives about their creative ‘drive’, and ‘need’ | have
discovered more about ND+ method.

Magical Women (Persecution, and Solidarity)

Elinor Rowlands is the founder of Magical Women, a London-based collective for autistic and
ADHD creatives. Elinor is currently (2024) undergoing her own PhD upon autism creativity and
stimming, part of her research concentrates upon why/how ND+ artists stim, and how
stimming can be integral to an autistic/ADHD artistic method/output. She endorses ideas
surrounding ‘group stim’, in which ND+ creatives are encouraged to stim together in a
supportive, non-judgemental environment. Rowlands desires to uncover and develop ideas
surrounding how endorsing group creative stim/stimming practice might transgress into
art/writing within her ND+ workshops.
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One of the reasons Elinor chose the word ‘magical’ (Magical Women) is influenced by the
notion of ‘the witch’ and 16t"/17th century trials whereby, ‘women vastly outnumbered men
in the ranks of the accused and executed’'>. Alongside other reasons, neurodivergence
and/or presentations of mental illness would have likely made ND+ woman vulnerable/easy
targets.

Elinor understands the persecution of difference as something which has permeated into the
21t century in more insidious means, not just with ND+ individuals facing increased instances
of isolation and alienation, but also more directly related to bullying and violence, with an
increased likelihood of sexual assault against autistic women?!>>.

Rowland’s sees Magical Women as a place to claim back ‘lost” magic; believing that if ND+
women have places where they can be their true, creative, unabashed self without the need
to mask or fear persecution, they will not only be able to reach their full potential, but, if they
feel safe/heard they will have the opportunity to create something new.

“Artists don’t want to be an inspiration, a hero or champion. They want to have access to the
arts without “their access” being a major part of this journey, instead, at Magical Women our
focus is on curating art and words so they might be shared with wider and more diverse
audiences. Magical Women has been based on a model developed by Elinor which is a
process that she describes as removing the risk found in neurotypical situations.” 1

She discussed how many social conventions and societal expectations of female surrounding
‘dainty’, ‘quiet’, or ‘appropriate’ unfairly affect a number of ND+ women who are branded
‘difficult’, ‘loud’, ‘blunt’, ‘abrupt’ and ‘anti-social’. Itis due to this that Magical Women directed
their attention into their project, ‘Rage Writing as Curated Words’ 1>’ that encourages ‘voices
of rage’; the unedited written words of ADHD and autistic women, who are encouraged to
speak and express themselves without masking in an attempt to claim back their
‘magic’/sense of self, ‘Rage is a collection of art and words made during times of overwhelm, sensory
overload, rage orstress.”**® An autistic comedian Fern Brady, who spoke openly upon discovering
herself as autistic in an interview with Unfiltered, commented on the topic of meltdown and
its expression, ‘l was only reading abut quiet, self-contained autistic woman’1°?; It would seem
that even the representation of ND+ woman being published were not demonstrated, this was
one of the impetuses leading Brady to unveil her own explorations of performance and autism
within her publication of, ‘Strong Female Character’ 16°

Another autistic women’s art and creative writing collective, Invisible Women, champions
similar methodology. This is headed by painter Marion Armstrong, a very late-diagnosed
autistic woman (68), who, since her diagnosis, has sought to collect the art and writings of
other invisible women. She views autism in terms of feminism and underrepresented female

154 The Conversation. (2019) “Most Witches are Women, ‘Because Witch Hunts were all about Persecuting the Powerless” [ONLINE]
https://theconversation.com/most-witch es-are- women-bec ause- witch-hunts-were-all-about-persecuting-th e-powerl ess-
125427#:~:text=In%20Salem%2C %2014 %200f%20the,Accordin g%20t0%20autho r%20Carol %20F [Accessed 19/02/24]

155 Cazalis, F., Reyes, E., Leduc, S. and Gourion, D.(2022) ‘Evidence that nine out of 10 autistic woman have been victims of sexual violence’, Frontiers in
Behavioural Neuroscience, Vol. 16

156 Rowlands. E. ‘Rage Writing as Curated Words’, Magical Women. [ONLINE] http://www.magicalwomen.co.uk/rage/rage [Accessed 09/10/23]
157 Rowlands. E. ‘Rage Writing as Curated Words’, Magical Women. [ONLINE] http://www.magicalwomen.co.uk /rage/rage [Accessed 09/10/23]
158 Magical Women (2023) ‘Rage’, Magical Women. [ONLINE] http://www.magicalwomen.co.uk/rage [Accessed 09/10/23]

159 Brady, F. (2023) Fern Brady On Been a Stripper, Autism Diagnosis and School in ‘A Men’s Prison’. Unfiltered. [ONLINE]
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rHLnaHJwATk [Accessed 24/03/24]

160 Brady, F. (2023) Strong Female Character. Brazen.
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voices, believing that we have not been included within the mainstream feminist narrative;
her bi-yearly gallery events seek to remedy this. Her last one opened as part of the Power of
Women Festival, Margate. | have taken two extracts of writing from the Invisible Women
gallery which discuss ND+ women in relation to witchcraft,

| e Em———

Reconnection ~ Women as Healers
Mythology and Folklore

The theme of this exhibition is paralleled with autistic/neurodivergent women. Many are identified
later in life because they have subconsciously masked their true nature. Once they realise who they
are, the process of reconnecting and reframing life provides crucial understanding of their journey.

Throughout history women took the role of healer within communities. Given the intelligent,
scientific and curious minds of autistic people, it makes sense that these were autistic/ND women.

Today autistic people are labelled as ‘disordered’, ‘with autism’ or as having a ‘condition’. It is none
of these. However, many suffer with mental health issues due to living in a world that does not cater
for nor tolerate difference. This is a failing of society and the lack of understanding by others leaves
many marginalised groups feeling worthless. However, when they find their niche, these issues often
evaporate. When they find theit ‘tribe’ they feel validated.

Along with technology, many autistic people are drawn to alternative healing therapies, creative arts
and inventing, which links back to our ancestral roots. Some manage to find their quiet niche, but
many are herded Into and struggle with school and employment. Misinterpretation of autistic ways
and their subtle differences in communication, will damage their health.

Reconnecting with the self is a cathartic and powerful healing experience. So many questions get
answered. To connect with their own community of strong, talented individuals gives autistic people
the sense of belonging they have craved all their lives.

A cat that lives with dogs will +hivk it is a failed dog, until it meets other cats,

Akin to Magical Women, the Invisible Women collective discusses how female artists may feel
connected to the idea of healers persecuted as witches. They may feel that ND+ women have
been ‘cut off’ from something innately spiritual and that now they are trying to reclaim this
sense of identity. Katherine May, renowned autistic author of ‘The Electricity of Every Living
Thing’, discusses her own inherent connection to nature and her drive to be united with it to
self-reflect and heal,

“All this wonderful diversity is invisible in the winter, but in a couple of months, it will begin
again: buds, blossom, and then apples which will fall to reveal naked branches.” %!

Poetic and intensely evocative. | read this as a metaphor that May feels elements of her personality
retract into hibernation, but then unveil in times of safe. Within this research | have included the
notion of witches and healers as both a history and an influence due to a ‘felt” appreciation of female
Neurodivergent+ persecution; it has been a historical symbol and inspiration for creativity for a
number of today’s ND+ female creatives. In response to viewing both Invisible Women galleries and
speaking to Elinor Rowlands on the essence of Magical Women, | produced this image (see below),
and a number of writings regarding the notion of space, magic, and nature. [A larger sample of my
writing inspired by Magical Women and Witches can be found within Appendix C]

161 May, K. (2018) The Electricity of Every Living Thing. Orion Publishing Group Limited.
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Born of Fire/Fallen Angel: ‘Witch’ resisting persecution/burning by creating a sacred space
for herself within the flame/s.

Creative Description: | lay upon a field of flame, each blade of grass flickering, my body cool
against their surface. Fanning arms across the flat of ground, | flap, exposing the char of
earth beneath, revealing angel wings of black, my legs, alive with spark, spread like scissors,
forming dark-tent shrouds of dusky dress.

Colin Hambrook: Connecting Disability Arts Online (DAO) to Survivor’s and Mad Pride.

A particularly influential interview for me was with Colin Hambrook, editor of DAO; it was
through DAO that | discovered more about ‘Survivor’ and ‘Mad’ collectives, which gave me a
greater appreciation of shared ND+ history. Our interview was focused upon his experiences

collecting literature and the launching and running of DAO.
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“I founded Disability Arts Online to create a platform where those conversations about the
complexities of the brain could evolve. [...] We understood the labelling of individuals with
pseudo-scientific medical diagnoses as an invention of the capitalist system to scapegoat
individuals who failed to conform to societal norms and to intrinsically control through fear.
In many ways the spirit of the Survivor Movement was linked with the alternative scene and
the punk rock movement with dreams of rebellion. [...] We ran twice monthly gigs and



writing workshops in central London. It was very much about honing creative expression,
developing new skills and trying out new forms. In some respects there was a

confessional aspect to the creativity and much of the writing was autobiographical. 'We're
not mad, we're angry' was a key slogan that was a rallying cry to challenge the exigence’ [...]
The creative writing/literature that came out of firstly Survivors Poetry and then Mad Pride
was powerful, idiosyncratic, personal and wildly creative.”62

Colin was most active as a poet and writer during the Survivor Movement (mid 1980s), the
name for the movement in which a number of Psychiatric Survivors channelled their first-hand
experience of pain and/or mistreatment into writings that were typically quite
raw/uncensored, while also being politically driven. The Survivors’ formed as a medium for
ND+ individuals, who had been victims of inadequacies in mental healthcare, to be heard and
find a sense of community. Colin has experienced a number of psychiatric difficulties and
channelled elements of pain, strife, and psychiatric mistreatment into his writings. Speaking
to Colin helped me understand the pain, isolation, trauma, and heartache that flavours a large

chunk of ND+ history and permeates into creatives writings.

Reflecting on his trajectory, 30 years before my own, made me feel less positive/hopeful;
realising that |, and my own ND+ family/friends, have faced, and are still facing many of the
issues he had lived through. Although the Survivor’s Movement may have been most active in
the 1980s, its philosophy and sentiment is very much reflected within the work of a number
of current and upcoming ND+ writers/performers today.

The writer Ross Burke experienced schizophrenia/auditory and visual psychosis. He co-wrote
‘When The Music’s Over: My Journey into Schizophrenia’ (1996), a text which is very much
reflective of the Survivor’'s Movement. Half of ‘When The Music’s Over’ is written by his
psychiatrist, the other by himself as an attempt to explain what he experienced. The part he
writes presents itself as a ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ insight into schizophrenia regarding its
language/thought disturbance, paranoia, and spiralling logic; a review published within the
Canadian Medical Association Journal commented,

‘The patient’s own story is so difficult to understand that it fails to keep the reader’s attention.
Itis full of rich language but the style — a genuine rendering of the distorted cognitive process
of a person in the grips of schizophrenia — is indecipherable [...] its best quality is its
authenticity. 153

The text changes from sections of more comprehensible writing to sections that detail
repetitive anxieties, paranoia, compulsion, and intrusive thought, much of the writing is
preoccupied with abstract, existential philosophy, detailed in metaphorical language that is
not fully coherent in context. Burke’s final suicide note is published at the end; despite obvious
struggles with mental health, | recognised this text as embodying the some of the ethos of the
Survivor Movement; Burke was attempting to have his personal experiences and voice heard
and recognised.

162 Taken from my interview with Colin Hambrook, conducted 01/09/21
163 Seeman, M. (1995) ‘Review of ‘When the Music’s Over”, Canadian Medical Journal Association. 153:431-432.
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Although Colin Hambrook’s experiences were more directly related to The Survivors’
Movement, he also discussed his encounters with Mad Pride, a movement which sought to
focus upon Neurodivergent+ nature more in terms of difference (rather than strife/pain). In
order to further my investigation Hambrook directed me to the collection ‘Mad Pride: A
celebration of Mad Culture’; published in 2003 by writers who identify as ‘mad’, but do not
necessarily reveal/identify with any specific diagnosis.

| have included a section of Mad Prides in order to illuminate more about the ethos of ‘Mad’
as a cultural movement and creative aesthetic:

Over the last century, giant strides forward were made by those asserting their rights and
self-determination in the fields of race, gender and equality, but ‘mental health’ issues failed
to keep pace. This is set to change. [...] The writings which follow are written from
perspectives surrounding concerns with reclaiming the experience of madness and the
language surrounding it [...] It asserts that language can be subverted and that words derive
their meanings from the contexts in which they are used. [...] Neither Mad Pride nor this
book claim to reflect a fully developed political philosophy, but each address some of the
issues that will arise as we sharpen our visions. [...] Much of the literature around mental
health has focused on the ‘victim’ status of mad people. This book, on the other hand,
celebrates madness largely from the perspectives of users who refuse to be ground down. It
asserts the rights of ‘mad’ people without pleading for them, in the belief that we should not
make for minor concessions, but instead change the world into a fit place for us to live. [...]
What follows, therefore, is the writing boasting about the wild things the authors have done
when they’ve been losing it; accounts of personal empowerment and liberation through
madness; a few pertinent ‘political’ pieces: and a great number of gratuitous gestures of
defiance. It suggests that ‘madness’ is as much to do with sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll than
with the “Long echoing, echoing corridors” described repeatedly by Survivor poets. And,
while of course, this is far from being the whole truth, it is mindful of the tactics necessary to
implant Mad Pride into Public consciousness as a liberation struggle in its own right. ¢4

This collection contains twenty-five essays by authors who identify as ‘mad’; each entry is
entirely unique in its understanding of madness, however, many breach what would be
considered socially acceptable parameters of conversation. | have taken an excerpt from one
by Nick Blinko in his contribution of ‘Cuckoos Don’t Make Nests’, for the reason that he has
purposely used a non-standard grammatical structure,

‘Curious? I’'m furious!/Fly Pie/The Bladder ladder/ Crazy baby/ Dr. Fay Talatie /flaying with
Pyre/ Sphere Shaped room/ A stipulative character/ Dolls of IDOLS/ 1000000%/ Threaded
Headed thread headed/ Dr. Tiny brain/ passionate assassins/associates.’ 16

It continues in a similar vein, forcing the reader to piece together similarities of context to
understand what he is communicating, possibly reminiscent of ‘word salad’; a term that
relates to, ‘a mixture of words or phrases that is confused and difficult to understand’'®® and
is often used in association to language some ND+ individuals with schizophrenia may use in
an episode of ill/disorganized mental health. He has used a forward slash as one of the only

164 Curtis, T. Dellar, R. Leslie, E. and Watson, B. (2000) Mad Pride: A Celebration of Mad Culture. Chipmunka Publishing. introduction pp.7-9.

165 Curtis, T. Dellar, R. Leslie, E. and Watson, B. (2000) Mad Pride: A Celebration of Mad Culture. Chipmunka Publishing. Section: Cuckoos Don’t Make Nests
pp.205-206.

166 Cambridge Dictionary. (2023) ‘Word Salad”. [ONLINE] https://dictionary.cambridge.org /dictionary/english /word-salad [Accessed 16/12/23]
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https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/mixture
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/phrase
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/confused
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/difficult
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/understand

forms of grammar to section the sentences. Other contributors have a change of tone and
register; mostly, it is not the ‘grammar/lexis’ that is alternative, but the conscious state of the
author that is ‘unstandardised’. The collection is clearly a stand against conformity.

Another more contemporary artist who boldly reflects and builds upon the ethos of Mad
Pride, is Daniel Oliver, a Dyspraxic/ND performance artist who promotes communicational
differences on the stage.

Daniel Oliver and the theory of ‘Awkwood’

“My research, which is both practice-led and theoretical, focuses on the roles and experiences
of neurodiversity in contemporary, experimental performance. | work to develop appropriately
diverse ways of writing on and disseminating this research, interweaving creative, performative,
personal, and theoretical writing practices. This is currently building towards the development
of a theory and practice that | call ‘neurotransgressive’ and ‘accidental avant gardism’.”*¢”

Daniel Oliver, a dyspraxic performance artist and lecturer of English and Drama at Queen Mary
University, London, authored ‘Awkwoods: Daniel Oliver’s Dyspraxic Adventures in
Participatory Performance’®8. His assertions that neurodivergent+ creatives/performers can
utilize elements of their first-hand experiences to create ‘diverse ways of writing on and
disseminating research’, and his coinage of the word ‘neurotransgressive’ to refer to this
practice very much aligned to my own investigations. He has also connected to other ND+
creatives and had 1:1 conversations to discover more upon his theories around
‘neurotransgressing’, which he has compiled into his study guide, entitled ‘On Neurodiversity’
(2019)16%, two of which, Jess Thom (founder of Tourette’s Hero) and Jon Adams (Founder of
Flow Observatorium), are also interviewed for this research. One distinction between Oliver’s
work and my own, is that his is very much rooted to performance, whereas my research also
strays more prominently into creative writing.

As well as attending one of his talks upon Awkward and ND+ practice, we spoke 1:1 upon his
compilation of ‘Awkwoods’, a collection of ND+ essays upon the topic of performance. Daniel
Oliver believes awkward humour to be profound in that it reveals and illuminates truths and
barriers which have been created by societal expectations, and that, through awkward
interactions, these barriers can and should be questioned by asking, how and why was that

awkward?

Daniel Oliver goes a step further with his theory; claiming ‘Awkward’ to be a distinctively
Dyspraxic and ADHD fuelled trait; he reasons that, due to struggles with adhering to NT
communicational standards, ND+/Dyspraxic individuals more commonly find themselves in
‘Awkward’ situations. He views Awkward as a word that has been used to describe and shame
ND+ conduct but argues that it can now be re-claimed as an asset,”9 believing that ‘Awkward’
is central to the creation of performance, especially when in its practice and

167 Qliver, D. Dr Daniel Oliver. Royal School of Speech and Drama. [ONLINE] https://www.cssd.ac.uk/staff-profiles /dr-daniel-oliver [Accessed 24/03/24]

168 Oliver, D.(2019a) Awkwoods: Daniel Oliver’s Dyspraxic Adventures in Participatory Performance. Live Art Development Agency.

169 Oliver, D.(2019b) On Neurodiversity: A Study Room Guide. Live Art Development Agency [ONLINE] [PDF] https://www.thisisliveart.co .uk/wp-
content/uploads/2023/02/Daniel_Oliver_Guid e-2.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23]

17Note: This shares asimilar philosophy to the 1993 movement, ‘Mad Pride’ whereby users of mental health united and claimed the word ‘Mad’ to be a more
empowering description, in many was Daniel Oliver’s assertions seem to derive and progress upon ideas that initially developed within Mad Pride.
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experimentational stages. He expands on this theory within a chapter entitled, ‘Seven
Reason’s Awkwardness is Great’,

‘Ourwants are rarely really our own wants, but are always entangled with other people’s, as
well as the wants/demands of the systems and structures which we participate.’”*

He discusses how awkwardness exposes something about our own desires in relation to the
desire of others. Furthermore, he believes that it shows more about what our own anxieties
are towards other people’s wants and desires. Upon stage, or when improvising with other
people, Daniel suggests that these aspirations are role-played, confronted, challenged, and
intermingled by other participants/actors, and sometimes audience expectation.

Below is an abridged summary of 6 of Oliver’s principles of Awkward:

1- Awkwardness can signal a glitch or a cap in the boundaries that we presume are framing
and limiting our experiences. Awkwardness emerges as a call for us to test these
boundaries and confront our own role in sustaining them. (Oliver also expands that
Awkwardness can act as a prompt for others to become awkward or continue being
awkward.)

2- Awkwardness momentarily examines our role in a system or structure.

3- Awkwardness helps individuals affirm causes for awkward, for example: Motivation,
intention, meanings, and messages that are not fully rounded, full of contraction,
unclear, and unfixed.

4- Awkwardness is great when it’s a contingent outcome of a spontaneously awkward
situation involving awkward people that embrace rather than overcome.

5- It celebrates ambiguities, flux, multiplicities of styles, atmospheres, and tones.

6- Awkwardness can relate to questioning the capability and authority of a facilitator. 172

Daniel believes that these seven qualities are intrinsic to Dyspraxic (and other ND+) individuals
due to the ways in which they can make different connections, miss intended subtleties, and,
from his perspective, interact in ways which canbe characterised by ‘Awkward’; he argues that
these qualities lead to what can be deemed inappropriate, distracted, irrelevant, tangented,
or ‘off the wall’ interaction/conversation/aesthetics.

With the view that ‘Awkward’ is socially constructed, Oliver forwards drama practices whereby
awkward situations are both challenged and embraced. He discusses whether ‘awkward’
emerges through intentionality or incapability; he questions whether someone can choose to
be awkward, and choose to create ‘Awkward’ humour, or if the act of ‘trying’ to be awkward
makes it unauthentic? His practice examines whether ‘awkward’ (as a ‘true’/authentic form)
could spur from natural and accidental occurrences of the ND+ brain/ND+ interactions, which
can then be more purposely capitalised upon.

| am still unsure of where | personally sit upon the ethics of purposeful Neurodivergent+
writing/purposeful ND+ writing by NT individuals, such as ‘The Curious Incident of the Dog in
the Night-time’, or ‘Flower’s For Algernon’. After speaking to several ND+ individuals, a
number forwarded the belief that, without authenticity, ND+ aesthetics often rang ‘hollow’ or

171 Oliver, D. Awkwoods. p.20-24.
172 Oliver, D. Awkwoods. p.20-24.
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as a ‘cheap imitation’, while others thought that with compassionate/true effort and
connection to ND+ individuals, that this type of writing could be acceptable.

Throughout my research | have had mixed feelings to this question: if there is such a thing as
ND+ Aesthetics, who has the right to endorse them?

This research also touches upon whether Neurodivergent+ style or characteristics may be
edited out to reach NT publishing standards. Part of Daniel Oliver’s book is dedicated to a
section entitled, ‘Dyspraxic Writing’:

‘This book has been copy-edited for typos and other minor issues, but not so much for style
or clarity. It is important that parts of the writing maintain a stylistic and performative fidelity
to the clumsiness and awkwardness of my performance [...] Awkardness and the writing that
accompany them is rarely neatly framed and signposted.’!’3

Oliver specifically did not edit the book to meet NT standards or neuronormative!’4
expectation; sections go off into tangents and sometimes do not round back to their original
point. The introduction explores how this is ‘encouraged’ with some points where meaning is
dissolved, perhaps championing elements of authenticity over accessibility.

Jon Adams is an autistic individual who ran ‘Flow Observatorium’1’> (Flow). His work was
published within the autistic collection ‘In Our Own Words’*”® and handled by aneditor. | asked
him whether he believed that his Neurodivergent+ voice had been lessened by this editing.
He responded that “all writing benefits from editing”1’”. | asked the same question to Sally
Gardner, dyslexic writer of ‘Maggot Moon?78’; she described the NT characterisation/any
characterisation of dyslexia through misspellings as boring, as it only focused on what she felt
was a flimsy 2-dimensional appreciation of an intuitive, creative, and multi-faceted
neurodivergence.

| spoke to Miranda Prag, editor of the ‘In Other Words’ collection of shorts by autistic authors,
and she discussed how it was important that the editors worked with their autistic writers to
improve clarity, rather than simply standardise the text. She also discussed how open
guestions need to be asked to correctly gauge an author’s intent and wishes. She understood
the importance of this consideration due to some ND+ individuals’ damaged confidence and
that they may be led by who they presume to be an authority.

There is a chance that unedited writing/unedited Neurodivergent+ writing could impact
accessibility for other readers (including ND+ readers). With Oliver’s text in mind, as a dyslexic
and dyspraxic reader, | found parts of it difficult to comprehend. Despite this, | understood
Oliver’s ‘Awkwoods: Adventures in Participatory Performance’ to be more of an experimental
call for change and acceptance, rather than a serious book on style and tone. With these
discussions in mind, | would argue that it is not that ND+ work is edited that is most

173 Oliver, D. Awkwoods. p.15

174 pefinition of Neuronormative: ‘Neuronormative means the usual or typical way that brains and minds work. It’s like a map of how most people think and
behave.” (https://getgoally.com/blog/n eurodiversopedia/what-is-neuronormative/)

175 Flow Observatorium was a ND+ Arts Collective founded by ND+ artist Jon Adams.

176 Mitchell, D. and Limburg, J. (2021) In Other Words. Unbound.

177 Taken from my interview Jon Adams conducted upon 21/01/21

178 Gardner, S. (2011) Maggot Moon. Hot Key Books.

53



problematic, but rather how it is edited when editors are not aware or do not value ND+
Aesthetics. Below is an extract from a chapter called ‘Chiperlaterartparty’, where he uses a
sex dungeon as a simile to describe the feeling of ‘getting something wrong’,

“They say just go fucking wild!... but then | actually do, and I'm asked to leave. It’s like you’re
in a free space, a sex dungeon for example (and that’s just an example). They’re like,
“Welcome! Do what you want,” ... and then you do something, and it feels lovely BUT,
everyone suddenly stops. They're looking at you, like, ‘What are you doing?!”7°

As a lecturer at Queen Mary University, he could arguably be making a stand for
Neurodivergent+ presenting language and its appropriateness within class-based or academic
settings. Similarly, within this thesis, it is argued that speech, writing, and in-particular
academic writing, has so many social and grammatical constraints that it can be difficult for
ND+ voices to be heard without significant masking. Within creative practices such as
performance and stream-of-consciousness writing, not only could rigid binaries be ableist, but
they could also suppress creative freedoms. Within Oliver’s introduction, a section is entitled
‘Brief notes on Design Style and Structure’, clarifying that,

‘This book keeps its toes hesitantly dipped in clumsiness, irrelevance, mess, abruptness,
clunkyness, participation and frivolousness.’18°

Oliver highlights how he has not edited the authors’ contributions; some phonetic spellings
have been left intact, tangents have not been ‘tidied’, and writers have been permitted to
work in whichever tone and referencing style they are comfortable with. As a dyslexic reader,
while | found some parts difficult, some were fun; it could be stimulating or refreshing to read
what might be considered ‘dry’ subject matter written in ‘voices’ that allowed humour-based
anecdotes. To improve accessibility for Neurodivergent+ readers, the pages of ‘Awkwoods’
were printed on light green paper, a dimmer alternative to the white that many ND individuals
struggle with due to the comorbidity of Irlen Syndrome'8!, a sensitivity to light that causes
visual stress when reading. This was the first book | read that had utilised this, and it was
because a ND+ person oversaw the editorial process that this was considered.

| feel that ‘Awkwoods’ (2019) reflects much of the ethos of Ted Curtis’s ‘Mad Pride’ (2000),
who began to shun ‘proper’ or more ‘socially acceptable’ writing and communicative trends.
Many of the essays collated within ‘Awkwoods’ are similar, not necessarily in their content,
but by their nonconformity of style and direction. It is my understanding that ‘Awkwoods’
brought something new to this narrative with its central notion of ‘Awkward’ rather than
‘Mad. | felt that ‘Mad’ was more about claiming identity, but the philosophy of ‘Awkward’
takes this notion further in that it encourages ND+ people to question NT societal structures,
and more specifically sees performance as experiment, posing the questions:

17 Qliver, D. Awkwoods. p.76

180 Oliver, D. Awkwoods. p.8.

181 Irlen Syndrome: involves visual perception or eye problems, caused by the way in which the brain interprets the visual information that is being sent
through the eyes. University of Oxford (2014) Neurodivergent Conditions. University of Oxford, Equality and Diversity Unit [ONLINE]
https://edu.admin.ox.ac.uk/n eurodivergent-

conditions#:™:text=Irlen%20Syndro me %20%2 D %20involv es%20visual %20perc eption,b eing %20sent%20through %20the%20eyes. [Accessed 24/03/24]
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“Why was that weird? Do | agree with why that was weird? What does that say about the
values of the people around me?”182

Oliver believes that embracing ‘Awkward’ allows people to explore elements of themselves
that have been socially shunned. Humour, especially humour with language and
communication, is incredibly nuanced, subjective, situationally dependant, and easy to
misunderstand. Many ND+ people can feel like they ‘get it wrong’ within certain social
dynamics. Oliver’s work questions, does this matter? And could it even add depth, level, and
variety to humour? Perhaps the most poignant and ironic part of our conversation was when
he discussed how when talking to neurotypicals, they sometimes thought his ‘true’
Neurodivergent+ presentation was an eccentric mask or act, and that they had ‘had enough’
and wanted him to ‘knock it off’. He discussed, regarding neurodivergence and appropriation,
how, for him, he cannot be ‘normal’; neurodivergence is not a style, but his intrinsic way of
existing.

Reflecting upon my own life as a ND+ individual, | can see that | have used humour as a mask
to shield or deflect from awkwardness. Regarding neurodivergence and rejection sensitivity,
the act of making people laugh has been a way to boost my self-esteem. Within my research
| have spoken to two neurodivergent+ comedians who have felt similarly: Victoria Melody and
Amanda Barnes. They both discussed ‘laughs’ in terms of dopamine hits and described how
this aided them in mood and energy regulation. From this | understand humour, or masking
through humour, as a form of placation, which a number of ND+ individuals, and perhaps most
prominently comedy performers, have unconsciously adopted and injected into their work.

With the rising number of comedians who are now openly discussing autism and ADHD
diagnosis, it would seem that stand-up comedy is indeed something we are drawn to.
Edinburgh Fringe has seen an increase in ADHD and comedy as more comedians are speaking
directly upon their experiences and a handful of the headlines being: Undivided Attention:
Comedians on ADHD!83, The Fringe Show that will Transform Perceptions of ADHD!84, Ten
Neurodiverse Comedians at the Edinburgh Fringe'®>, Interviews: Comedy and ADHD!8®.
Angela Barnes, a comedian recently diagnosed with ADHD, commented that for her, the ND+
performative drive is unique of coupling “crippling low self-esteem with a burning desire to
show off”.187 For Neurodivergent+ individuals, the act of performing comedy can be seen as a
way of finding, asserting, and advocating ‘self’ and claiming identity. However, when paired
with low self-esteem, there is a danger that this humour can be restrictive, in that it exists to
justify or validate the person using it. Hannah Gadsby, a renowned autistic ADHD comedian
came out in her show ‘Nannette’ upon how, for many years she had felt she was using her

182Taken from my interview with Daniel Oliver, conducted on 06/12/2020

183 Venables, B (2018) Undivided Attention: Comedians on ADHD [ONLINE] www.theskinny.co.uk/festivals/edinburgh-frin ge/comedy /undivided-in attention-
comedians-on-adhd [Accessed 13/03/24]

184 Given, K. (2023) The Fringe Show that Will Transform Perceptions of ADHD. National Theatre [ONLINE] www.thenational.scot/comment/23728256 fringe-
show-will-transform-perceptions-adhd/ [Accessed 13/03/24]

185 Chortle (2022) ‘Ten Neurodiverse Comedians at the Edinburgh Fringe: Stand-Ups with their brain Wired differently’ [ONLINE]
https://www.chortle.co.uk/features/2022/07/27/51254/ ten_neurodiverse_comedians_at_the_edinburgh_fringe [Accessed 13/03/24]

186 Richardson, J (2022) Interviews Comedy and ADHD [ONLINE] www.festmag.com/edinburgh /comed y/interviews-comedy-and-adhd [Accessed 13/03/24]
187 Robdale. E. (2023) ‘Angella Barnes: Comedy, ADHD, Dopamine and Depression’ [ONLINE] www.disabilityarts.online/magazine/opinion/angela-barn es-
comedy-adhd-dopamine-and-depression/ [Accessed 13/03/24]
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voice to help people laugh ‘at her’, rather than gain true understandings'88. She would tweak
traumatic situations to make them into hilarious stage anecdotes. In Nannette she spoke
about how, if she were going to continue with comedy, she would be changing the locus of
the comedy; she was no longer going to make herself the butt of the joke, and she was no
longer going to ‘hide’ or make her trauma palatable onstage. In her show, ‘Body of Work’ some
years later, you can see a shift in her humour. She still discusses situations she finds
uncomfortable or awkward, but there is more focus on why they exist; why has neurotypical
society created these situations which she now finds herself in? Debatably, Oliver’s theory
that ND+ individuals not only experience more awkward situations, but are more likely to
guestion them, is what produces the material for many ND+ comedians who detail,
decompress, and process them on stage.

Both Angela Barnes and Hannah Gadsby discussed that the stage could be a space where they
felt comfortable; it was quiet and away from ‘turn-taking” social conventions. Gadsby spoke
about how if anyone met her away from the stage, they would find her reclusive and quiet.
Daniel Oliver, in his own stage practice, discussed how for him itis not a place to mask. Rather,
he believes that some of the joy in his performance is that it is not governed by social
conventions; he feels it is ND+ people’s authentic nature that leads to new and insightful
performance art. The act of whether or not to mask, or to ‘people please’ on stage can be
viewed as two equal and opposite components of neurodivergent+ performance.

To conclude, ‘Awkwood’ can be viewed as a universally understood ND+ experience or trait
that has featured in several ND+ creative practitioners’ works and lived experience. With this
said, it would not be fair to claim ‘awkward’ solely as a ND+ experience. Neurodivergent+
individuals/community do not live in a vacuum; there are many intersections, nuances and
overlaps within human experiences, but it is about recognising the prevalence, increased
impact upon lived experiences, and treating these nuances as significant and understanding
their ability to impact/inform/flavour identity. | would argue that through its prevalence,
specifically relating to social communication, anxiety, and misunderstanding, | have come to
recognise ‘Awkwood’ as a central component of Neurodivergent+ communication; we have
felt awkward. We want to know why, and, ultimately, discover that it really was not ‘us’ that
were wrong after all.

Sarah Saeed, ‘Lava Elastic’ Comedy Collective: Masking and Unmasking

Sarah Saeed runs ‘Lava Elastic’ Neurodivergent comedy collective in Brighton; it is called ‘Lava
Elastic’ after her own special interest/sensory appreciation of light/lava lamps. The stage is
always illuminated by a number of lamps. | spoke to her about ND+ aesthetics and masking,
she confirmed that, for her, though masking initially begins as a coping mechanism, it is
inherently personal and related to how a ND+ person perceives the world around them.
Among my interviewees Saeed was not alone in her appreciation of masking becoming

inadvertently melded to her sense of self.

188 Gadsby. H. (2018) Nannette, Netflix. [ONLINE] https://www.netflix.com/watch /80233611 ?trackld=2558241298&tctx=0%2C1%2C338abe6a-431d-41cb-91cc-
€1262c43f626-132080568%2C338abeba-431d-41ch-91cc-c1262c43f626-
132080568%7C2%2Cunknown%2 C%2 C%2 CtitlesResults%2C80233611%2CVideo%3A80233611%2CminiDpPlayButton [Accessed 23/03/24]
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Although Saeed still finds the practice exhausting, she also viewed masking as something she
can now more self-reflectively take ownership of. She endorsed performance as a way to
explore and embrace elements of masking prowess, using it to flavour her creative and
performative aesthetics. We discussed how the art of Neurodivergent+ masking, when
encouraged playfully, might encourage ND+ individuals to experiment and explore elements
of self on stage.

The range of creative practices, disciplines, methodologies, and style amongst all of the ND+
interviewees was vast. But, with this in mind, something many of them did have in common
was lived experience of masking, and | was particularly interested in how this related to their
creative drive and output. | relate to the definition of masking by autistic advocate Kieran Rose
in ‘Masking, Camouflaging, Mimicking’,

“(Masking is) Ultimately the act of making yourself appear as non-autistic as possible in
order to protect yourself and fit in, without ever really understanding what’s going on”8°

This relates to ND+ individuals feeling the need to supress stims, keep up differing public
personas, plan conversational ‘scripts’, dress and present in an ‘acceptable’ way, and cope in
uncomfortable environments. Ultimately, masking is an activity that a number of ND+
individuals engage in to seem more ‘socially acceptable’; however, the art of masking in ND+
community is generally viewed as anxiety provoking, a mentally exhausting and damaging
practice; within my own MixMatched performance night ‘Masking and Masquerades’1%9, |
spoke upon how | felt very protective of my mask, as itis ultimately a part of me, developing
alongside my own perceptions/creativities, that has been with me through some of my
darkest and most trying times.

Picture Left: Victoria Melody. ADHD/Autistic Performer. Photo from her
performance ‘Headset’, wearing a headset to monitor electric pulses.

The most direct performative depiction of masking |
saw was in Victoria Melody’s show ‘Headset”?1,
Victoria Melody is an ADHD autistic performer who,
in ‘Headset, explores her own ADHD; not only does
she wear a headset which was designed to monitor
electrical pulses and uncover more about laughs and
dopamine release, but she also utilizes a ‘masking
wheel’, with different faces/’masks’ attached to its
circumference. Her show detailed an eclectic life
story and career progression, perhaps leading to
more authentic/intrinsic presentations of her ADHD
communication and storytelling upon stage.

189 Rose, K (2019) ‘Masking, Camouflaging, Mimicking’. So, You Think You’re Autistic [ONLINE] https://soyoureautistic.com/masking-camouflaging-mimickin g-
2 /#:~text=putting%200n%20a%20public%20face,Kieran%20Rose %2 C%20Autistic %20Self %20Advocate (Accessed 25/08/22)

190 Robdale, E(2023) ‘Masks and Masquerading MixMatched Performance Night'. MixMatched [ONLINE] https://mixmatched.co.uk/masks-and-masqueradin g-
mixmatched-performance-night/ [Accessed 13/03/24]

191 Robdale, E. (2022) ‘Headset: Victoria Melody ‘comes out’ as ADHD at Edinburgh Fringe at one-woman show'. Disability Arts Online (2022)
https://disabilityarts.online/magazine/opinion/h ead-set-victoria-melody-com es-out-as-adhd-at-edinbur gh-fringe-in-one-wo man-show/ [Accessed 13/03/24]
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She discussed how, due to her need to move, explore, and meet new people, she became
bored even if she was doing well at a job. Due to this, she had kept changing jobs, eventually
landing upon anthropologist; a job which enabled her to step into other people’s culture, learn
everything about them. She feels as if this lifestyle is aiding her to endorse or potentially
capitalise upon masking, which she felt had been instilled from an early age. She had now
paired her fascination of other people’s cultures with her lived experiences of masking, which
she then discusses, explores, and unpacks on stage. As performers, both Saeed and Melody
discussed how being proficient innovative maskers actually fed into their performative
practice.

| attended a symposium upon Neurodiversity and the University in December 2021192, Three
ND+ authors were present: Nick Walker (autistic psychologist and author of ‘Neuroqueer
Heresies’, who is spoken upon within this thesis’s introduction regarding ND+
genders/sexualities), Lizzie Huxley-Jones (Autistic writer who edited the ‘Stim’193 Autistic
anthology), and Dr Kate Moorhead (ND+/ADHD writer and lecturer, also mentioned within the
introduction in relation to feminist pedagogy/positionality and Neurodivergence). The
symposium was chaired by Hanna Randall, also a Neurodivergent+ creative and academic. My
question to the panel was whether they believed that masking and/or being aware of their
diagnosis factored into their writing, and whether their writing had changed before or after
diagnosis?

Kate Moorhead spoke about how their ADHD diagnosis had given them a differing sense of
self and the knowledge/acceptance needed to realise they were masking. This led into a
discussion on how diagnosis could make ND+ creatives more self-aware, and how this could
in turn affect how they present narrative.

Moorhead had written their first novel, ‘The First Law of Motion’1%4, before gaining a diagnosis.
Upon reflection, they could see how the novel inadvertently outlines the life of an ADHD
individual in times of struggle and procrastination. In not recognising themselves as ADHD, it
afforded them a type of unintentional nuance and reflection upon the subject without any
direct knowledge of it. If they were to write the novel again, after recognising themself directly
as an ADHD individual, they believed this insight might afford them a differing perspective.
Regarding my research and practice, this line of enquiry unearthed a number of questions
directly relating to ND+ writing and performance:

- Do ND+ creatives keep up their masks while performing and writing?

- Could writing and performance be a way for ND+ creatives to explore, question, and
evaluate the art of masking?

- Ultimately, could the act of writing or performance be an opportunity to unmask?

- Do these unmasked narratives expose differing writerly or performative aesthetics?

192 Randall, H., Huxley-Jones, L. Walker, N. and Moorhead, K.(2021) ‘Neurodiversity and the University Symposium’. [ONLINE]
www.chasevle.org.uk /pro grammes/teachin g-creative-writing /tc w-session-11/ [Accessed 13/03/24]

193 Huxley-Jones, L. (2020) [Ed.] Stim: An Autistic Anthology. Unbound.

194 Moorhead, K. (2009) The First Law of Motion. Griffin.
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Authenticity and Process

After conducting and collating my interviews with Neurodivergent+ writers and performers,
an emerging theme was that the method of creation and the reasons behind this process
were, to many ND+ creatives, as fundamental as the final output. With this in mind, because
reason/intent and process are often considered crucial, the final result of many
Neurodivergent+ artist’s work were often quite multi-modal/cross-genre/interdisciplinary. As
a Neurodivergent+ creative | saw this as a way of naturally challenging existing criteria/genre,
and through our work/writing/performance, not just ‘fitting’ existing classifications/binaries,
expanding and merging their criterion to fit us. Many of the galleries led by ND+ individuals
(such as Magical Woman and Invisible Woman) seek to adapt their exhibits to be able to
develop, capture and present artwork that bridges mediums and genres; it is one of the
reasons why the MixMatched Neurodivergent night that | run in Canterbury encourages
performance on any topic/genre/style.

Four of the ND+ writers/artists | interviewed discussed how being Neurodivergent+, in more
specific relation to autism, ADHD and synaesthesia, informed their perception and practice as
artists, these being: Elinor Rowlands (founder of Magical Women and pursuing her own PHD
research on stimming and creativity) Hanna Randall (Runs ND+ activities in Brighton, while
pursuing her own research being Neurodivergent/having synaesthesia and being a
writer/artist) , Jon Adams (Director of Flow Observatorium, a ND+ arts collective) , and Elena
Re (Neurodivergent+ Brighton based creative, worked with Carousel, a charity that supports
ND+ adult creativity, and BBC to explore her love/synesthetic relationship to orange in ‘What
is Normal, Who Decides?1°).

Their experiences of synaesthesia could directly transcend into their writing/how/what they
wrote. When discussing neurodivergence and synaesthesia, is it important to note that only
a small number of ND+ creatives experience this, and because of this it can be the cause of
NT ‘fascination” with perceived Neurodivergent+ ‘super-powers’; with this in mind, within this
thesis, | try to focus and centre the discussion upon the ND+ authors’ method/what makes
them feel comfortable, rather than explicitly focusing on synaesthesia.

Elena Re is a Brighton based Neurodivergent+ creative. When struggling with a sense of
identity in her teenage years she developed an intense love for the colour orange and an
aversion to blue. Several autistic Neurodivergent+ individuals have been known to associate
colour with ideas of safety and security, but in Elena’s case, this feeling, ata point of incredible
unwellness, became crystallised. Elena began to develop an understanding, or perhaps
obsession, with language and letterings associated blue or orange. She detailed how some
letters, such as ‘R’ and ‘E’ were explicitly associated with red/orange, and other letters such
as ‘B’, and ‘L’ associated with blue. Other letters/words were more neutral but could gain
colour if next to Red or Blue letters, whereas other words/letters/themes gained colour if they
had connotations with the colour red or blue (though this was quite personal). But an example
would be that the words/letters ‘hot’ or ‘sun’ would gain red connotations, and ones that had
connotations with ‘Navy’ or ‘sadness’ would be blue.

195 Re, E. (2019) What is Normal, Who Decides? BBC [ONLINE] www.bbc.co.uk/ideas/videos /wh at-is-normal-who-decid es/p07194s4 [Accessed 13/03/24]
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“So that letter has a colour, and it has associations, like the sun is, you know, a warm
colour.”196

Some letters were neutral and would gain colour by other letters within the word. In this way
she came to develop what she termed ‘red language’. She found that she could phonetically
spell words with ‘orange’ letters or double up the orange letters (often vowels) within ‘blue’
words to make them orange words. After speaking to Elena Re | developed this diagram to aid
understanding; it has two distinct colour categories: RED and BLUE and shows how neutral
words (or words with just one/two red letters) can be made ‘more red’.

RED NEUTRAL BLUE

cun POT SADNESS
.:::: HOT DA SEA =D'
.

ALLEEEE BALL

GAMEEEEE GAME
GRREEEY 6 GRE™Y

When Elena experienced intense mental health difficulties, she found that she struggled to
speak as she would attempt to build sentences in phonetically ‘red language’ which became
debilitating and akin to a compulsion.

She received Cognitive Behavioural Therapy to encourage her to use more ‘normal’ speech,
and after seeking help with her mental health, her speech eventually returned to ‘normal’;
however, she still wrote using ‘red language’. Now she has the choice to use differing modes
of writing. When texting with close friends she describes feeling the want to use ‘red
language’, as it feels as if it contains more of her spirit. Now, reflecting upon sense of self, she
regularly endorses orange within her artwork as a way of exploring herself. She spoke about
feeling saddened or upset that in regard to creative writing, that she feels there is not a place
for ‘red language’ and that it has never been appreciated as interesting or personal writing
usage; rather it is seen as ‘incorrect’. She commented on formal spelling and grammar,

“It’s been set in stone for ages, since forever! And it’s still set in stone. It feels like, if people
mind would open up to that (utilising differing letters/sounds/presentation) a bit, then it
could also (be) creative. - Not just (understood) for the fact that it (the writing) has broken a
rule, but also that it's you (who) can create, like (when writing about) auras and vibes and
fields of atmospheres, the writing, (the way you create it) could be a bit more
atmospheric.”1%?

Another interviewee, Jon Adams, founder of Neurodivergent+ arts collective Flow
Observatorium, discussed experiencing a differing relationship to letters, in that he associated

1%Taken from my interview with Elena Re, conducted 30/11/2020
197 Taken from my interview with Elena Re, conducted 30/11/20
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them with having differing personalities. More specifically, he felt that capital letters felt
‘srown up’ as if they had evolved from lower case letters; dependent on the subject matter he
was writing about, its seriousness or joviality, he would swap from lower case to capital; asa
dyslexic individual, he felt this synthetic use of CAPITAL and lower-case letters was often
viewed as accident rather than intentional. His individualised usage of letters would also be a
trait that would likely be standardised ‘out’ for mainstream publications.

Another Neurodivergent+ artist | spoke to who also experiences synaesthesia was Hanna
Randall. She is pursuing an interdisciplinary PhD in Japanese, Creative Writing, and
Synaesthesia. Her intense relationship with colour isinterrelated to place and character. Due
to the multitude of senses, characters, and colours that locations can trigger, she often finds
herself easily overwhelmed. For her, location, place, colour, and character do not exist in
isolation, and so the space she writes in does not just inspire her but fuels her stories. She
described how, when writing, she starts with a location and how this space then corresponds
to certain colours. She detailed how she experiences different shades of colour as emotion or
character. This is a subtle and free-flowing experience of creation; for her, simply ‘being’ in
certain spaces would allow her characters, in a way, to form and create themselves.

Randall understands the art of ‘creative walking’ as being an inherent method for her creative
practice; without the walk, the writing does not exist. In August 2022 Randall held what she
termed a ND+ ‘walkshop’ in Brighton; she was curious as to how other ND+ individuals would
respond to ‘walking” as a creative method, and what emotions, feelings, and artistic methods
walking in Brighton could inspire amongst other ND+ creatives. Both Elena Re and | supported
and took part in this walk, opening ourselves up to Randall’s creative methods.
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Influenced by Randall’s understanding of colour and space, | tried to visually express a
combination of my own experiences of feeling connected and alive when swimming at
Brighton seaside, where | had lived for two years previously, and this culminated in the shark
which opens into a large human eye. Drawing this with Elena Re, | was inspired and limited by
her art collection which did not include the colour blue. | engaged with pinks, oranges, and
reds. | felt very connected to this piece of art as a symbol for Neurodivergent+ energy.

My first interview for this research was with Jen Malia, an ‘out’ autistic writer, professor, and
academic. She had been a part of ‘Autism Through a Literary Lens’ symposium and conducted
a lecture on writing ‘Authentic Autistic Characters. When | asked her if she had any advice for
NT people writing ND+ characters she responded that they should think about why they are
choosing to include a ND+ character, what their relationship is to the community, and what
research they will be conducting. If they were going to include a Neurodivergent+/autistic
character on a whim character to make their narrative more interesting (but with no specific
engagement with ND+ culture/community), then they should consider not doing it. However,
with this in mind, another ND+ collective, DYSPLA, voiced concerns that putting restrictions
upon who owns writing reduces experimentation and creative potential; sometimes there is
joy to writing about experiences which are not your own. They believed that art does not have
inherent morals, only experimentation, and that ‘bad’/insensitive representations sometimes
have the potential to spark conversations and activate change. Though | understood this angle,
| feel that there can be ways to progress that do not inherently involve needing to defend/fight
against misrepresentation; as, for a community/ND+, this can be quite exhausting. It is
sometimes not insensitive depictions that are most damaging, but rather that they are
printed/published/recognised in place of Neurodivergent+ voice, as NT creatives may be seen
as ‘easier’ to work with/have less access adjustments. Jess Thom, a very prominent ND+
activist, also interviewed for this research, has strong opinions on ownership and believes that
representations of neurodivergence and disability that are not authentic are flat and insulting.

It is the juxtaposition of these ideas voiced by Jess and DYSPLA which create friction when
discussing ND+ Aesthetics. Perhaps even more controversial is the question of who owns ND+
narration? Arguably, specific characteristics under the umbrella of neurodivergence should be
owned by those who are ND+ (dyslexic/dyspraxic/ADHD/autistic/OCD/BP/Other), with an
appreciation of how they can interlink and overlap. A text which seeks to directly illuminate
how fictional stereotypes have impacted upon more general cultural understanding is
‘Imagining Autism, ‘Fiction and stereotypes on the Spectrum’1°® authored by Sonya Freeman
Loftis, who identifies as autistic, a review upon her work by Disability Studies Quarterly speaks
upon how it,

“Examines the interrelationship of literary representations of autism, cultural stereotypes,
autistic culture, and disability identity politics"°°. Arguingthat literary depictions of life on the
spectrum remain unexamined from the standpoints of both Disability Studies and autistic

198 Ajitpaul, A. (2015) ‘Loftis, Sonya Freeman ‘Imagining Autism: Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum”. Disability Studies Quarterly. 36(4). [ONLINE]
https://dsq-sds.org/index.php/dsq/article/view/5399/4486 [Accessed 31/03/24]
199 Freeman Loftis, S. (2015) Imagining Autism: Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum. Indiana University Press.

62



culture?®®, Loftis seeks to "examine the assumptions that underpin common literary
stereotypes of people on the spectrum”?°? as well as "explore the implications that these
fictional depictions have on public perceptions of the condition"2°2,

Keeping in mind how ND+ fictional portrayals can effect wider society views/stigma, Chapter
Three of ‘Imagining Autism’ which is entitled, ‘The Autistic Victim: of Mice and Men and
Flowers for Algernon’, discusses how the depiction of Lennie as learning disabled in
Steinbeck’s ‘Of Mice and Men’, was the main factor used to decide whether a person who is
learning disabled should face the death penalty in Texas; if they are considered more capable
than Lennie, they can be given the death penalty. Steinbeck loosely created the fictional
Lennie from someone he used to work with and claims no in-depth knowledge of learning
disabilities. This is a strong example of the extreme power fictional ND+ narratives can have
had upon mainstream understandings of neurodivergence. However, with this said, drawing
upon arguments throughout this thesis, it may be unfair to suggest that blame regarding
stereotypes lays solely upon fictional portrayals of Neurodivergence; it was not Steinbeck’s
intention for his fictional works to be utilized as a measure for the death penalty, and, that it
was/is used, donates far wider educational and sociological gaps in understanding
surrounding learning disabilities, and Neurodivergence and spikey peripherals (whereby a
person may have strengths in one area, but struggle deeply in others). With this in mind, if ‘Of
Mice and Men’ had been published in a different sociological context, though the novel might
have still contained stereotypical/oversimplified portrayals, these stereotypes could have
been challenged, and likely would have not had so much effect upon public perceptions, nor
law making policy; it might simply have been appreciated as a work of fiction.

Another strong example of a ND+ character that had a noticeable effect upon public
perceptions is Mark Haddon’s ‘The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time’, whereby
even though the author purposely did not conduct research into autism or connect with
autistic communities, the book still paved the way for understanding and autism inclusion. A
more mainstream reference would be the combining of violence and schizophrenia in popular
horror films, which has made it harder for people living with schizophrenia to be open about
diagnosis. Mainstream society seems to enjoy fiction over reality, which brings up even more
subjective debates surrounding the artist or creator versus the audience and consumer:

- Should artists be held responsible for the creative content of novels/films they create?

- Does the industry/editors have a responsibility to produce authentic and ethical fictional
creations of neurodivergence?

- Should the audience refuse to read/watch unrealistic Neurodivergent+ portrayal?

- Should an audience, after viewing unrealistic portrayal, know better than to endorse/believe
fictional stigmas?

It can be argued that the artist, industry, and consumer could become far more conscious
about the distinctions they are making about ND+ representation. If individuals throughout

200 Ajitpaul, A. (2015) ‘Loftis, Sonya Freeman ‘Imagining Autism: Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum”. Disability Studies Quarterly. 36(4). [ONLINE]
https://dsq-sds.org/index.php/dsq/article/view/5399/4486 [Accessed 31/03/24] Note: Ajitpaul quotes from Loftis’ original work ‘Imagining Autism: Fiction and
stereotypes on the Spectrum’ within his review for Disability Studies Quarterly.

201 Freeman Loftis, S. (2015) Imagining Autism: Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum. Indiana University Press.

202 Freeman  Loftis, S. (2015) Imagining Autism: Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum. Indiana University Press.
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all levels of the process had a better or more informed base appreciation of neurodivergence,
then ethical issues surrounding appropriation would undoubtedly lessen.

Away from ‘bigger picture’ ethics, and larger questions surrounding neurodivergence and the
creative industry, what many present-day ND+ individuals struggle with is the reading of
narratives written by NT authors that they do not relate to nor identify with. Speaking to Dr
Jen Malia about autistic representation, she believed that she could tell if the author was ND+,
or if they truly understood neurodivergence. Malia is an autistic lecturer of literature at
Virginia University and author of ‘Too Sticky’?%3. She discussed how it was the subtle ways that
ND+ writers framed themselves and infused writing that made it come alive, | understood this
in terms of ‘autistic fingerprint’ being left upon writing. She discussed how these were details
that you only understood through the ‘lived’” ND+ experience, and how often, when NT writers
undergo ‘research’ to write ND+ characters, they often use diagnostic material which are out-
dated and describe symptoms rather than innate qualities. | enquired whether she believed
that a NT person could write rounded Neurodivergent+ characters. She had read many that
had not but agreed that a handful of them had. Could this be because the authors were
secretly autistic? Or perhaps some authors just have a more refined creative lens and are able
to view characters more as a whole?

Note: This next section was originally in the conclusion, but | have deemed it appropriate to
move ‘up’, so that the ideas can be understood/kept in mind in relation to this chapter and
the next.

As the researcher, | am unsure how heavily | come down on ‘restricting’ NT writers from
portraying ND+ characters, but | unequivocally support that scrutiny/critiques by ND+
communities upon ND+ portrayals created by Neurotypical authors need to be forefront and
respected; and, that further support needs to be recognised and given to ND+ creatives so
that they have equal footing in creating and producing narratives and writing concerning ND+
portrayals.

Going forward from this, it is my hope that more Neurodivergent+ individuals will be able to
be involved in the construction of ND+ characters/their narratives. A number of barriers(such
as confidence, writing ability, differences in communication/networking, having sensory
difficulties, overwhelm/burnout) will often be present for Neurodivergent+
creatives/writers/drama practitioners, due to this less Neurodivergent+ individuals may be in
positions to apply, and the ones that do may be seen as less favourable by production
companies. Neurodivergent+ access is an expansive topic, which is not fully expanded upon
within this thesis; however, with direct respect to this research, | am putting forward two
specific reasons that Neurodivergent+ writing/performance might find it difficult to get past
publication gatekeepers:

1. Neurodivergent+ Presenting Language: That Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics and
Neurodivergent+ presenting language/communication, may not always conform to
publisher expectations, and might not be understood or appreciated; this could lead
publishers to reject/overlook a number of Neurodivergent+ writers and performers,

203 Malia, J. (2020) Too Sticky, Sensory Issues with Autism (2020) Albert Whitman & Company.
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especially those who self-assuredly claim/utilise elements of Neurodivergent+
aesthetics. It may mean that to reach publishing/industry expectations ND+ creatives
need to ‘mask’/edit out ND+ traits, or that these traitsare masked/edited out for them
if they do go on to be published.

Stereotypical Genre Expectations for Neurodivergence: That the gatekeeper’s
publishing/performance industries may have certain genre expectations to what a
Neurodivergent+ narrative consists of, and these representations may be wrapped up
with more ridged appreciations of Neurodivergence taken from the Medical Modal of
Disability, which have then transgressed into several stereotypes and troupes in
popular culture. With this in mind, a number of ND+ authors may also feel a need to
stereotype/pigeonhole  themselves/their own narratives in order to be
seen/recognised/published.

Sally Gardner, who wrote the award-winning ‘Maggot Moon’ is another dyslexic/ND+ writer
who spoke about authenticity. On the topic of neurodivergence and stereotyping, something
she found exasperating was the overuse of characterising dyslexics simply by not being good
at spelling; she felt it was reductionist and boring. Regarding spelling and editorship, she
ensures that all her published writing is grammatically formatted; similar to Jon Adams, she
believes that this type of editorship is useful to all voices, Neurodivergent+ and neurotypical.
In our interview she described how in ‘Maggot Moon’, due to the main character being
dyslexic, she felt she was able to ‘unmask’ and insert more of her own lived experiences and
appreciations into the narrative than she had with other works. This assertion suggests that
in other works she felt pressure not to be herself and perhaps to write in a way that presented
more standard lexis. When asked, she commented that she was not necessarily masking, more
that she had not given herself the permission of free reign.

Three of my interviews were with people involved in the ‘In Other Words?%4’ anthology, a
collection of shorts by autistic writers. Esther Lowery was one contributor to the collection.
On the topic of authenticity and emotion, she discussed how she writes to deal with panic or
overwhelm, and how, when doing this, her form is incredibly ‘broken’. In order to express
herself fully her structure is haphazard and breaks away from what may be viewed as
conventional form. Esther Lowery shed lighton how, for her, sometimes she found that writing
was a safe way to explore new scenarios; she could role play characters in different situations,
and sometimes used a feelings encyclopaedia to help her imagine ways people might present
in times of stress or anxiety.

Rhiannon Lloyd-Williams is the author of ‘The Duck’??>, a play that combines poetry, prose,
and scriptwriting. She is autistic and spoke about enjoying exploring ideas within differing
creative mediumes, first writing poetry about experiencing life as an autistic woman. She then
wanted to explore this within the form of playwriting. Regarding process, she is a
perfectionistic writer. She articulated how due to her extensive editing, the end writing is very
precise; she ‘mows’ through writings until the sentences feel right. | felt this precise editing
was perhaps a type of ‘stim’ or way to sort and order discombobulation. She commented that

204 Mitchell, D. and Limburg, J. (2021) [Ed.] In Other Words. Unbound.
205 | loyd-Williams, R. (2019b) The Duck: Playtext. Aut Act.
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if she were to write in more of a true train of thought narrative, this type of writing would
have a different aesthetic as her thoughts do not arrive as neat or formulated. This brought
up the question of whether writing in an extremely controlled manner could be a type of
masking or whether it was more telling of intention, style, and preference; | recognise my own
writing as flavoured by perfectionism, and | wonder if this is both a form of masking, in trying
to ‘undo’ ND+ writing aesthetics that I've been shamed for in the past, and a channel for
ND+/OCD perfectionism.

Each ND+ interviewee, having drastically different life experiences, interests, and creative
mediums, had differing appreciations of process. That artists are inherently connected to their
work and methods is not necessarily a distinctive factor of neurodivergence, however, when
investigated closely, there are elements of process can be seen as interconnected to

neurodivergence.

Jess Thom, founder of ‘Touretteshero’

Jess Thom is another ND+ performance artist who uses their neurodivergence to ‘deviate’
from standardised appreciations of language and communication. She is the founder of
‘Touretteshero’ a collective that supports people with Tourette’s Syndrome. After her
international tour with Beckett’s ‘Not I, which was followed by a BBC 2 documentary about
its making, Jess Thom rose to become one of the most prominent voices advocating for
disability and Neurodivergent+ inclusion; over the lockdown she created ‘Burnt Out in
Biscuitland’2%¢ with two other ND+ woman to build on applications of ND+ experience over
lockdown. Two of her most prominent publications, whereby she utilised elements of
subconscious Tourette’s/Tic Language are ‘Welcome to Biscuit land, ‘A Year in the Life of
Touretteshero’?%’ (The word Biscuitsis one of her most ‘everyday’/prominent Tics), and ‘Lights
of My Life’. Some of the ways in which Thom’s utilises ‘Tic Language’ within her works are
expanded upon within this section.

Tourette’s Syndrome is a Neurodivergence that can cause individuals to experience verbal and
physical tics. Each person’s specific experiences of Tourette’s are personal, and many will
subconsciously or unintentionally include ‘accidental’ words or sounds within intentional
speech. Jess Thom is a leading speaker not only in the Neurodivergent+ community, but also
in the wider disability community, she spoke to me upon how her tics naturally infuse her style
as a performer and how she incorporates what she referred to as ‘Tic Language’ within her
writing/Playwriting, “Whenever we're collaborating, we're also collaborating with my tics.”208

Thom expanded upon not only how she uses her tics, but how she wishes them to be utilised
and transcribed by others; she spoke upon how it is important to work with people she trusts,
so she can ensure she is being appropriately transcribed,

206 Thom, J. (2018b) ‘Lamppost: Light of my Life’ [ONLINE] https://www.touretteshero.com/2013/10/18/still-on-speaking-terms/ [Accessed 12/10/23]
207 Thom, J. (2012) Welcome to Biscuit Land: A Year in the Life of Touretteshero. Souvenir Press.
208 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12
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“If I'm performing and stuff is being interpreted into sign language, or is captioned, I'll
always ask that ticks are included, because obviously, they're relevant content, and it will
be missing a layer to not include them.”20°

Within audio or transcript Thom suggests her tics are italicised or in a different colour. It is
extremely important to Thom that they are correctly transcribed. She commented,
“Personally | feel a bit weird if people get tics wrong”210, explaining how her tic language is
inherently personal, and that misquoting it demonstrated that people didn’t value them. She
also stressed the importance of people being able to focus on what she is in intentionally
saying, especially in interviews where she is “wary of tics being used as gimmicks.”?!

Within our interview Thom spoke extensively upon how she personally uses her tic language
within her work, “I incorporate it in my writing all the time”?12, She commented upon how,
when she is writing, this is the only time she is in complete control of how/when she
incorporates tics/ideas that are infused by tics. Regarding many of her productions, such as
‘Backstage in Biscuit Land’?13 she spoke upon how she re-drafts each time they are
spoken/rehearsed by her, as she would incorporate new tics, “If | ticked a funny line, then it
would be added, that will become part of the scripted writing.” 214

Jess Thom spoke about how she sometimes ‘charges’ her Tourette’s by watching films or
documentaries on a certain topic she is writing about. She then purposely evokes certain
situations or sounds which ‘spur’ her Tourette’s language. She sometimes views her Tourette’s
verbal tics as more creative than herself and sometimes wonders if she can take full credit for
it, but ultimately realises that the Tic Language does come from a part of her own
subconscious,

“There are certain things that are that | find really overstimulating, so certain sounds,
people rolling their eyes, and they're all really random [...] | suppose there's part of my
brain that's quite good at absorbing cultural content and then spitting it back out in a sort
of mashed up way; | listened to Obama's inauguration speech once and then we recorded
my response, which was essentially like a simultaneous tic inauguration speech, which we
then transcribed [...] we use tics sometimes, like a machine, to generate a load of text [...]
we record a load of stuff, transcribe it, and then then be able to play with it inin a piece
of writing.”?1>

Regarding the ways she ‘charged’ her Tourette’s, | could see a synergy regarding how | created
‘verbal smergage’; an experimental languistic performance representing some of the traits
and strengths of verbal dyslexia and dyspraxia within language. | would re-read a script at
points where my processing strained or | was tired so that | would make more ‘dylexie’
spoonerisms?'®, and then further incorporate them into the text. A play which Jess

209 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12

210 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12

211 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12

212 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12

213Thom, J (2016) Backstage in Biscuit Land. Touretteshero.

214 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12

215 Taken from my interview with Jess Thom, conducted upon 20/01/12

216 spoonerism Definition: ‘a mistake in which you change around the first sounds of two words by mistake when saying them, often with a humorous result’
Oxford (2024) Spoonerism [ONLINE] https://www.oxfordlearn ersdictionaries.com/d efinition/english /spoonerism#:~:text=spoonerism -
,noun,oiled%20bicycleTopics%20Languagec2 [Accessed 24/03/24]
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incorporated her Tourette’s into was ‘Lamppost, Light of my Life’ (2018)?17. She articulated
how she had transcribed a number of vocal tics which she then continuously incorporated into
the narrative.

Despite encountering prejudice and hostility stemming from being unable to control
Tourette’s utterances, she values the spontaneity and humour Tourette’s can spark; she
publishes what she terms a ‘Daily Outburst’ on her Facebook page; her most ‘random’ or
profound utterance of that day:

“Good morning, your Care Bears are showing.'
“I’'m parking some ideas in your space, Sky."
“Too many broken biscuits in the world."
“Trees or optical illusions? Choose.” 218

She spoke about the ethics of transcribing and editing her Tourette’s; she felt as if many people
do not understand or value her Tourette’s language; for this reason, she sometimes prefers it
to be completely removed from transcripts and interviews, and described how many people
who had included it in the past had not respected its nuance; they would quote her intentional
language correctly, but then misquote her Tourette’s. She described this as unsettling, as
exactly what and how an ‘outburst’ presents are unique to her; if tic language is
misinterpreted, she feels unrepresented.

As an actor Thom describes herself as naturally inclined to improvisation, and this is in-part
related to her Tourette’s and continual script additions in performances. She often finds her
best work to be with people she trusts and are also comfortable with improvising themselves.
In 2017 Thom toured Europe with her one-woman production of Samuel Beckett’s ‘Not /’,
depicting a woman of unknown origin, who has experienced a range of ambiguous hardships;
it’s one character, ‘Mouth’, spouts lines in emotive and sometimes confusing rapid-fire
monologues. Due to the ambiguity of Mouth’s status, class, and background, something that
arises from ‘Not I’ is a timelessness and anonymity that allows actors from different
backgrounds to tap into a shared understanding of hardship and claim the role of ‘Mouth’ as
their own.

Thom'’s performance of ‘Not I’ is a recent example of how the culture and language of theatre
can be utilised and adapted to better represent ND+ presentation and lexis. In 2018, BBC 2
made a documentary about Thom’s production, which in part gave insight into how Thom’s
tics were changed and charged by the stress, excitement, and concentration of the
performance; directly after the performance the stage goes dark and she can be heard
‘decompressing’; “Beckett, Beckett, Beckett. Biscuits. Fuck. Fuck. Buffering.”?1° She is then
unstrapped from her position where she proceeds to run a questions and answer session with
the audience. | have transcribed a section of her speech from this below.

“This is your chance to splurge. To join Mouth and to make as much noise as you can in the
theatre [biscuits]. Mouth is only as isolated as her community makes her [biscuits] so if we don’t
wantto be a bunch of [FLACCID HORSE TITS] (laughs and looks to the BSL interpreter to see how

217 Thom, J. (2018b) ‘Lamppost: Light of my Life’ [ONLINE] https://www.touretteshero.com/2013/10/18/still-on-speaking-terms/ [Accessed 12/10/23]
218 Jess Thom posts humorous Tourette’s inspired ‘Daily Outbursts’ upon her Facebook; here afour have been included.
219 Thom, J. (2018a) ‘Touretteshero: Me, Myself and I, BBC Two, 7t August 2018.
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this will be translated). Flaccid horse tits. (she and the audience laugh more) So, if we don’t
want to be a bunch of flaccid horse tits. It is our shared responsibility to use our words and
actions to demonstrate this, and I’d like is to do that right now [biscuits].”?2°

In the section of speech above you can see Thom’s recurrent tic of the word ‘biscuits’. There
are a number of other spontaneous vocal tics, some of which appear more random, and
others are more specifically related to the content/emotion of what she is saying. In the
transcription above you can see how she claims ‘flaccid horse tits’ within her conscious
language; recognising its humour, she embraces it in her purposeful language going forward.
She is not separating, ignoring, nor embarrassed by her additions; in this community, she has

learnt to embrace them.

Another practitioner utilising tic-like language, in both his writing and performance is Neil
Hilborn, whose work can be seen as an interesting contrast to Jess Thom’s. Hilborn is famous
for his poem ‘OCD’??! which endorses obsessive compulsive disorder, intrusive thought
language, and repetitions. He writes/crafts his intrusive thoughts akin to tic language
highlighting how his struggle with intrusive thoughts feels internally/within thought. Suffering
from OCD myself, it was through watching his performance that | came to have an appreciation
of OCD thought looping in relation to involuntary tics. To read Hilborn’s poem the tics may be
mistaken as more ‘flat’ repetition, which can be/is a more mainstream poetic technique, that
is not necessarily unique to neurodivergence; it is his performance of his poem ‘OCD’ that
characterises the repetition as more of an involuntary and traumatic languistic manifestation
relating to OCD. Hilborn reads the poem in two voices, a conscious voice, and an unconscious
voice, which is his OCD compulsion/thought intrusions. | have included extracts of his poem
below.

You can listen to Hilborn perform this poem via this link:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vnKZ4pdSU-s&feature=emb logo

Extract 1:

The first time | saw her...

Everything in my head went quiet.

All the tics, all the constantly refreshing images just disappeared.

When you have Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, you don’t really get quiet moments.
Even in bed, I’'m thinking:

Did I lock the doors? Yes.

Did | wash my hands? Yes.

Did | lock the doors? Yes.

Did | wash my hands? Yes.

But when | saw her, the only thing | could think about was the hairpin curve of her lips..
Or the eyelash on her cheek—

the eyelash on her cheek—

the eyelash on her cheek.

220 Thom, J. (2018a) ‘Touretteshero: Me, Myself and I, BBC Two, 7t August 2018.
221 Hilborn, N. (2013) ‘OCD poem’ [ONLINE] www.youtube.com/watch?v=vnKZ4pdSU-s&feature=emb_logo [Accessed 09/10/23]
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https://genius.com/2111607/Neil-hilborn-ocd/But-when-i-saw-her-the-only-thing-i-could-think-about-was-the-hairpin-curve-of-her-lips
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Extract 2:

When we moved in together, she said she felt safe, like no one would ever rob us because | definitely
locked the door eighteen times.

I’d always watch her mouth when she talked—

when she talked—

when she talked —

when she talked

when she talked;

when she said she loved me, her mouth would curl up at the edges.

At night, she’d lay in bed and watch me turn all the lights off.. And on, and off, and on, and off, and
on, and off, and on, and off, and on, and off, and on, and off, and on, and off, and on, and off, and on,
and off, and on, and off, and on, and off.

She’d close her eyes and imagine that the days and nights were passing in front of her.

Similar to Thom’s performance, there is a contrast of two types of voice: conscious and more
unconscious. While Thom’s use of tics was more related to spontaneity and could often be
humorous, Hilborn’s was evidently more painful and denoted unwellness.

In watching these two different presentations of verbal repetition and tics that were reflective
of ND+ language, | further appreciated the overlapsand contrasts between ND+ communities.
On the topic of authenticity, | would say that itis perhaps empathy that is one of the true joys
of ND+ language in creative practice; when listening to Neil Hilborn’s poem | cannot help but
cry because of the passion and pain. Thom, within our discussion of Neurodivergent+ and
disability narratives was very clear that for her, the joy of Neurodivergent+ performance is
inclusion, and that without it a representation is flat/devoid.

DYSPLA and Deborah Leveroy

The arts collective DYSPLA is based in London and run by Lennie Varvarides and Kazimir
Bielecki, two Neurodivergent+ identifying dyslexic performers, flmmakers, and activists.
DYSPLA has been running since 2007222 and supports Neurodivergent+ playwrights,
filmmakers, and storytellers. DYSPLA endorses that dyslexic creatives have attributes that
make them actively suited to innovation in storytelling,

‘DYSPLA believes that the Dyslexic Aesthetic is an emerging artistic genre. We are
determined to pin down and articulate exactly what constitutes it. (DYSPLA)’ 223

DYSPLA organises a festival which showcases a range of films by dyslexic creatives and also
conducts panel talks to discover more about dyslexic aesthetics. Their inquiries are still
explorative, but one theory they have for dyslexic individuals having differing processing styles
and strengths was ‘out the box’ thinking. Lennie Varvarides commented in a 2019 interview
published in Disability Arts Online, ‘Eclectic Dyslexics: Could Neurodiversity be Key to Artistic
Success’,

222 Robdale. E. (2018) ‘Eclectic Dyslexics: Could Neurodiversity be Key to Artistic Success’ Disability Arts Online [ONLINE] disabilityarts.
online/magazine/opinion/eclectic-dyslexics-neurodiversity-k ey-artistic-success/ [Accessed 24/03/24]

223 \/arvarides, L.and Bielecki, K (2007-2024) ‘DYSPLA is a Neurodivergent-Led, Award-winning Arts Studio’. DYSPLA [ONLINE] https://dyspla.com/about
[Accessed 29/05/2020]
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“Being Neurodivergent+ has physiological effects that shape how dyslexic individuals grow and
how identities are formed [...] Dyslexics are very intuitive. We know how to read people, we
know how to read situations, and that probably comes from not being able to read that well
in school. [...] They’velearned a shorthand with situations, characters, danger and excitement.
Everything becomes a shorthand to emotion so young Dyslexics can understand the world.”?24

Part of the nature of dyslexic neurology is that individuals process and relate to language
Neurodivergently. Deborah Leveroy, dyslexic academic and author of ‘Enabling Performance:
Dyslexia and Acting Practice’??°, discusses how historically dyslexia has been viewed regarding
deficit and difficulty. She identifies how historic understandings of dyslexia have often
surrounded reading, spelling, and writing, but that more recent definitions include the
cognitive processing aspects of verbal language; memory and organisation?26. What both
Leveroy and DYSPLA explore are other ways to acknowledge neurodivergent ‘wiring’ that can
apply to creative difference and potentially strength,

“Their (dyslexics’) subsequent lack of special attention to singular details or linearity can help to
create a freer process of working, and one which includes a much broader spectrum of
influences, methods and ideas.” (DYSPLA)?2%’

Deborah Leveroy conducted research on several dyslexic performers??® advocating that
dyslexic performance artists thrive in environments that allow for different approaches to
performance and inclusion. Upon the subject of dyslexic language and processing she asserts
that ‘the research participants (dyslexic performers) have a different intentional relationship
to language and linear sequencing.’2?°

Her research asserts dyslexia as a Neurodivergence/identity as both comprised of
perceptive/neurological difference as well as being shaped by specific dyslexic lived
experiences; Leveroy discusses the work of Macdonald, Professor of Social Work at the
Department of Sociology at Durham University, and his understandings of ‘distributed
cognition’?3%, He describes this as relevant to dyslexia as it is ‘constructed from both a
neurological basis and in interaction with the social environment’23. Although lived
experience is unique, many dyslexics and ND+ individuals, in part due to sociological barriers,
can share some similar quite inherently ND+ experiences.

224 Robdale. E. (2018) ‘Eclectic Dyslexics: Could Neurodiversity be Key to Artistic Success’ Disability Arts Online [ONLINE] disabilityarts.
online/magazine/opinion/ecl ectic-dyslexics-neurodiversity-k ey-artistic-success/ [Accessed 24/03/24]

225 | everoy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting Practice. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23]

226 | everoy, D. Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting Practice. Chapter Two. p.76.

227 Robdale. E. (2018) ‘Eclectic Dyslexics: Could Neurodiversity be Key to Artistic Success’ Disability Arts Online [ONLINE] disabilityarts.
online/magazine/opinion/eclectic-dyslexics-neurodiversity-k ey-artistic-success/ [Accessed 24/03/24]

228 Robdale. E. (2018) ‘Eclectic Dyslexics: Could Neurodiversity be Key to Artistic Success’ Disability Arts Online [ONLINE] disabilityarts.
online/magazine/opinion/eclectic-dyslexics-neurodiversity-k ey-artistic-success/ [Accessed 24/03/24]

229 | everoy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting Practice. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23]

230 pistributed Cognition: A theory suggesting that a number of different sources and influences impact upon how identity is formed. Definition taken from
The Decision Lab. (2024) ‘Distributed Cognition’ The Decision Lab [ONLINE] https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/n euroscienc e/distribut ed-cognition
[Accessed 24/03/24]

231 | everoy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting Practice. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
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Macdonald’s assertion that ND+ or dyslexic diagnosis and the subsequent expectations and
experience is similar to Hacking’s Theory of Classification?32 and Looping. Hacking is a leading
scholar in the fields of philosophy and history of science, who is interested in the,

‘Classifications of people, in how they affect the people classified, and how the effects on the
people in turn change these classifications.”?33

He describes classification as a phenomenon which happens when you give a person or group
of people a label; the label at first is supposedly made to fit the person, but as that label
progresses, the labelled person can view themselves differently dependent on how that label
develops within social understanding. Hacking describes this effect as ‘looping’,

“They (labelled/classified people) are moving targets because our investigations interact with
them and change them. And since they are changed, they are not quite the same kind of
people as before. [...] | call this the ‘looping effect’.?3*

This is intriguing as it suggests that ‘classification’, or rather diagnosis and/or self-identification
in relation to ND+, has the power to affect a person’s sense of identity. Regarding my own
labels and diagnoses, | saw this trajectory of looping and categorisation within my own sense
of self; | was in some ways proud of my dyslexic diagnosis due to a more positive perception
towards creativity, but ashamed of autism due to stigmatisations of social ineptitude.
Regarding ND+ identity, DYSPLA and Leveroy’s investigation further highlight ideas
surrounding ‘Distributed Cognition’; that ND+ identities are a combination of both
neurological processing differences and joint social, communication experiences and
expectations. Leveroy discussed the term meta-cognition, which is a,

‘Process of consciously knowing about the ways in which we think and learn and taking control
of these cognitive processes’?*> and how it is currently, ‘thought to be a key factor in
understanding the learning development of students with learning disabilities.’ 23

Something else that | found really interesting about Leveroy’s research is that it discussed
ideas surrounding the ‘dyslexic body’ and how it is usually perceived as ‘misperforming’?3’.
Leveroy’s work outlined this as ableist, championing that a ‘dyslexic body’ should be seen and
understood as a ‘lived body’ with an intentional relationship to its surroundings. A number of
her dyslexic participants understand their dyslexia in terms of sensory experience; in my
interviews with both Lennie Varvarides and Sam Rapp, they believed that being ND+ gave
them an inherently sensory heavy appreciation of their surroundings which then translated
into their creative practices. Some of the reasons behind this may be that a number of ND+

232Hacking, I. (2006) ‘Making Up People’. London Review. [ONLINE] https://www.Irb.co.uk/the-pap er /v28/n16/ian-hacking/making-up-people [Accessed
23/03/24]

233 Hacking, |.(2006) ‘Making Up People’. London Review. [ONLINE] https://www.Irb.co.uk/the-pap er /v28/n16/ian-hacking/making-up-people [Accessed
23/03/24]

234Hacking, I. (2006) ‘Making Up People’. London Review [ONLINE] https://www.Irb.co.uk/the-pap er /v28/n16/ian-hacking /making-up-people [Accessed
23/03/24]

235 | everoy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23]
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236 Leveroy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
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237 everoy, D.(2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23]
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individuals experience a variety of heightened sensory experiences and have strengths in
illustrative innovations; this is not a prominent focus of this thesis, but a list of current studies
in and around this area have been collected by a group entitled The Dyslexics Advantage, in
an article entitled, ‘Dyslexia and Creativity’238.

Both DYSPLA and Leveroy discuss how dyslexicindividuals have found alternative strategies to
complete tasks, strengthening different processing skills. Leveroy discusses how dyslexic
individuals may struggle to decipher meaning and be more inclined to see information as a
whole. She describes this in terms of ‘dys-location’. In discussing ‘dys-location’ she draws upon
the work of Philpott, author of ‘A Phenomenology of Dyslexia: The Lived-Body, Ambiguity, and
the Breakdown of Expression’?3%. He suggests that dyslexic learners can be susceptible to an
insufficiency of involvement with the text which results in a diminishing of meaning (dys-
location). The objects of the text (letters, words, and syntax) may become undifferentiated.
Regarding one of her own dyslexic participants, Leveroy discussed how,

‘Rosa experiences verbal and written words as vague, unfixed meanings rather than specific
significances. [...] The learner has overpowering freedom over the objects in the text, and fails to
recognise or settle on the fixed meaning of a word.” 24°

This supports DYSPLA's belief that,

“Their (dyslexics’) subsequent lack of special attention to singular details or linearity can help to
create a freer process of working, and one which includes a much broader spectrum of
influences, methods and ideas.”

Another participant in Leveroy’s study, Morris, commented that a dyslexic person who
struggled with reading may enjoy acting due to it being a more accessible three-dimensional
approach;

“Acting would be the best place to go. It’s because it’s a three-dimensional version of reading.”
241

Due to having differing lived experiences and having dyslexic neurological memory
processes, Leveroy notes that information or time might be described less chronologically;
one of her interviewees spoke about talking to a dyslexic actor,

“This actor felt that he had never fixed in his mind a linear progression [of the play]... What he
wanted to talk about was individual moments, and it was much more scattered.”?4?

Leveroy goes on to discuss the ways in which dyslexic individuals sort and arrive at
information, and how this creates different relationships to it. Regarding dyslexic forms of
communication and creativity she discussed a theory of ‘schema’, where, due to differences

238 Dyslexia Advantage Team. Dyslexia and Creativity (2022) Dyslexia Advantage [ONLINE] https://www.dyslexicadvantage.org/creativity-and-dyslexia/
[Accessed 17/03/24]
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cognitive style and meaning-making. p.132

242 | everoy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23] The social aspects of adult dyslexia. p.114.
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in dyslexic processing such as having to skim and scan through several other similar sounding
words to arrive at the one they want, dyslexics have a differing relationship or appreciation to
language and information. She discussed this in terms of ‘deep language processing’; | have
included this section of her research directly due to its relevance to my creative practice with
my performance of ‘Wordal Smergage’, whereby | draw upon my own awareness of processing
language ‘dylexicly’ whereby word sound, form and context ‘slurge’ to form what | have
suggested as a hypothetical new language, ‘Dylexie’. Drawing upon the research of other
scholars focused upon dylexic language and processing, Leveroy more fully explains some
dyslexic linguistic processes,

‘Eide and Eide suggest that misreading is symptomatic of a dyslexic processing strength in
perceiving relationships between words, ideas and concepts, which are connected either
through similarity, association or cause and effect (2011: 83). This ability could be one mode of
experience which enables the dyslexic learner to relocate meaning in an otherwise ‘dys-located’
linguistic environment (Philpott 2000). Eide and Eide suggest that words or concepts are
surrounded by ‘a rich network of association and that these associations can become
overwhelming and give rise to unintended substitutions’ (2011: 95)243

Taking notions of dyslexia, malapropism, and conceptual substitution regarding dyslexic/ND+
individuals, and claiming creative identity is something which both Sally Gardner and Benedict
Phillips, dyslexic author of ‘A Benedictionary’ (2011)*** (discussed in next section), directly
utilise within their practices. Sally Gardner, dyslexic author of ‘Maggot Moon’, created
Standish, a dyslexic protagonist, and within his narrative includes conceptual substitutions in
text such asthe term ‘double-gangster’ to describe a vindictive person who looks like someone
else Standish knew (instead of doppelganger). More of these substitutions are detailed in a
later section. Benedict Phillips, a dyslexic artist, produced his own phonetic dictionary that
treats dyslexia as a different dialect of English. Here he mixes correct spellings of words with
several differing phonetic spellings. He describes his work as,

“A list of the shifting langwidge of werdz wich fined it hard to be nayelled dowen. A word list, of
the sculpited voyuss of instickt.’ 24°

This continual and purposeful use of differing phonetic spellings makes Phillips’ writing appear
in some ways avant-garde in its playfulness and experimentation; however, the intention was
not to create difference for the sake of difference, but rather to denote something about the
dyslexic process. The A-Z trajectory is aimed at teaching ‘non-dyslexics’ to afford themselves
a less constrained relationship with language. There is a tongue-in-cheek introduction
discussing Restrictive Creativity Spelling Disorder Sufferers,

“For many years the vast majority of Lexis, or Restrictive Creativity Spelling Disorder Sufferers,
have struggled to free themselves from the arduous constraints of Dictionary Defined Spellings
... The Benedictionary allows lexis an opportunity to free themselves at last from the constraints
of their condition and to taste a little of what it is like to be dyslexic.”24®

243 Leveroy, D. (2013b) Enabling Performance: Dyslexia and Acting. Unpublished PhD thesis University of Kent. [ONLINE]
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/75621/1/PhD%20final %20Deborah %20Leveroy.pdf [Accessed 09/10/23] The social aspects of adult dyslexia. Chapter Four: Dyslexia,
cognitive style and meaning-making. p.132p.89.

244 phillips, B. (2011) The Benedictionary (2019) DIV Books

245 phillips, B. (2011) The Benedictionary (2019) DIV Books. Forward. pp 13-15.

246 phillips, B. (2011) The Benedictionary (2019) DIV Books. Forward. pp.13-15.
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Two pages from the ‘Benedictionary’: On the left is the ‘dislecsick’ spelling, on the right is
the translation to ‘Lecksick’, and in the first half of the Benedictionary the words are shown

the other way around (‘Lecksick to Dislecsic’.) ‘Lecksick’ is the word Benedict Phillips is using
for ‘normal’ or ‘Neurotypical’ in relation to spelling.

247
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. Sy
the hope that Lecksicks can free their minds from the BT, cabernet cabinet m @ c
Dictionary Defined Spelling and that through the enlightened vision canvass ::m"“
of Benedictionary Defined Spelling, will break their bonds and i Canyon
unleash there inner DIV. e o4

capacheno e

Why lern to do a thing that is not your destiny? You ﬁ;ﬂ m A

can rite and the shock in thowz hoo will reed is not in il Guﬂnnm

that thay canot understand. But that yours is a more el car

lOJCll“ Way. carakatuwer Gricature

— The Agender Of The Agresive Dislecksick Capays 3 carapace
B.L. Hislam, 1995 gt d“m::m

carbondayting carbon dating
carbondioxkside carbon dioxide
carbonfootprint carbon footprint

Some useful terms used in the Benedictionary amc:ud characterised

caricktaz characters
The Cabinet had an approach to foreign policy | carreying carrying
TAOTAD The Agenda of the Aggressive Dyslexic that was spineless. carsell (:1!;
BDS ~ Benedictionary defined spelling tberaphy
EDDS Dictionary defined spelling alving
, iy
~ Random Collision Head — cash
~ A state of Intelligent Disorientation e
% 3 > lisorder il
A' Restrictive creative spdhng ;oc'h:u
= : =
~ Dislecksick Intelligent Visjon ::g ray
 aspace time understanding of sound and word, - ::::
~ manifest as dyslexia. T

In regard to the Benidictionary, its ethos and its effect, Colin Hambrook, editor of Disability
Arts Online, within his interview commented,

“Benedict’s manifesto 'the agender of the agresiv dislecksick' had a profound effect on my

understanding of the narrowness of the constraint’s society places on individuals’ expression
and shackles it places on the imagination.”24°

The introduction quotes R.W. Burchfield, a lexicographer, scholar, and writer, who edited the
Oxford English Dictionary,

“The early plays of Shakespeare were written before the first English dictionary was published. It
is self-evident therefore that English Literature can proceed at the highest level of performance

247phillips, B. (2019) The Benedictionary (2019) DIV Books. Introduction, p.15.
248phillips, B. (2019) The Benedictionary (2019) DIV Books p.78.
249 Taken from my interview with Colin Hambrook, Editor of Disability Arts Online, conducted 01/09/21

75



without the existence of elaborate lexicons and grammars. The spoken language has always
proceeded without recourse to dictionaries.”2>°

The Benidictionary in many ways embodies the focus within this thesis on Neurodivergent
language in regard to breaking ‘conventual form’; its lexical innovations support elements of
my creative practice, especially in regard to ‘Wordal Smergage’, which is detailed within the
next section.

This section drew together the work of researchers on the topic of dyslexia/ND+ process,
with dyslexic/ND+ performers and creatives and dyslexic ND+ arts organisations. It sought to
connect and demonstrate research developing upon ND+ strength, to some of the creative
practices of ND+ writers and performers; who, through their work, seem to be
asserting/confirming and building upon research surrounding ND+ innovation through
creative-expression.

Autoethnographic Influences on Creative Writing

Many of the influences included within this chapter aided me in moulding my own creative
inclinations; with DYSPLA and Leveroy’s research in mind and Benedict Phillip’s understanding
of dyslexia as a creative dialect of English, while being a student at the University of Kent
University | have been collecting my own ‘dylexie” word ‘amalgamations’.

A small sample of my dylexisms:

Remover = To remove by hoovering. Example: Could you remoover all the dust from the
house?

Interversed = Integrated + Versed. Example. Dylexie is becoming interversed into everyday
language and speech.

Culturvated = Culture + Cultivated. Example: Individuals are gradually becoming culturvated
in DYLEXIE... a new, innovative, and imaginative languistic.

Stample= Staple + Trample + Stomp+ Stamp. Meaning: The act of trying to put something in
a specific place put failing. | just can’t stample down the right words!

Similar to Leveroy’s suggestion, as a dyslexic person, | often either misread or misspeak words,
and, when | struggle to find a word, | scan through a vast word schema of similar sounding
and meaning words until | eventually either arrive upon the word | want or create a new
spoonerism. | find that this ability serves in creative methods that utilise freer word
associations. Utilising Benedict Phillips’ understanding of dyslexia as a new, freer dialect of
English, | performed my own creative essay in the character of a dyslexic professor who
specialised in Languistics at Lava Elastic Neurodivergent+ Comedy Night?°! ran by Sarah Saeed
(discussed in previous section on ‘masking’). | have included extracts from my performance
text below:

250 phillips, B. (2019) The Benedictionary. DIV Books. Introduction. p.13.
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[Full Dyslexie poem and performance text can be found in Appendix D]
Extract One:

Wordal Smergage: A lesson upon Dyslexie Syntax

Dylexie is not dia-lect-ly a competently different direct, but drop-ples of it do
smerge and slodge intooneanother, giving it distant-tive timber; but it has not yet
splintered or different-ed too far from the Eng-lash that your ordinary tongue
strikes. We’re tired of been the eloauents in the room, and so were are packing our
trunks to sneeze out grammarphones and teaching the world to be less homo-

phonic.
Extract Two:

1. Can you help me fix my broken electrical defiance’s? .... This auestion may
not be correct, but it is very apt... isn’t it?

2. Have you ever read Mary Shelly’s Shankenstien?.... far more gruesome!

3. Can you put the fridge in the milk? Go on.... Have a ‘Honey, | shrunk the
Fridge moment’ and achieve the physically impossible!

Extract Three:

It’s time for us to start raining on some parachutes! We’ve started getting others
to cross over, instead of letting ourselves be crossed out, because we are no linger
scarred of leaving scares on paiges and no longer abodeing to written rulers. We’re
saying KNOW MORE to extorsive Sin-Taxes!

While the pen is hotter than the sawed it is chime for us to strike. We must collect
all our smitherments and fragmareens; press against the grain and allow hour firs to
spread. | am exper-inventing with something that is already in existence... but it’s
been sub-pressed. | want to set my words free in fluddles, so that they’re unstrained
to meirl and swirge. Together we will become distinct-u-ished! Let’s do everything
within our power to in-stiv-i-gate improved pudding! | am daring to be con-frog-a-
tious! We must allow all fizcades to frazzle! Let us refuse to be reductionated.
Refuse to translit! Clamp all the neigh-sayers with our native tongs! Through away

thick dick-tongue-scaries and pretend Theo never saw us!

Add your words to the Dylexie Linstatistics! Reminber. There’s no such thing as
outvocalizing! We are talentable, option-ated peoples.... so let’s knock away old-
school zimmer-canes and show dopple-gramster’s that change is a foot! If you agree,
please offer my swatches, clobbles, smerges and amalgaimaginations, a haughty

clappause.

Within this performance | wanted there to be a shift of authority; it was no longer ‘I’ as the
dyslexic that needed teaching but rather the audience was learning from me, about my
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dyslexic, Neurodivergent+ culture. Although this is a comedy piece, what | did want to
promote was that rigid formulations of words constrain not just creativity but the ability to
wield language. This piece for me was a push against some of the shame that dyslexic
individuals meet when they do ‘misspeak’, highlighting this quality as dyslexic and creatively
utilising it.

To reflect my own appreciation of | how see elements of expression, communication, and
language, | constructed this diagram, Figure 2:

Unstandardized Standardized

Thought Speech Written Word Academic presentation/speech Academic Writing Word

Thought can exist without the need Speech is also taught, wel hat th . ke A form of speech which is less Academic writing is taught, and incredibly

for communication. We do not only but more free than € elarn k altt e nohlseshwe ma ed colloquial; for the sole purpose of standardized.

think in language; we think in pictures, academic writing-; corre :”te il e E et e sounds. communication with others. To an It is for the sole purpose of communication and
coloyrs,_ gmutions. It is unformatted, Used in both unformal WEhmlg:t tus.e tlhese to coTrnumcate extent is learnt/taught. — not being understood by others. It also carries

and individual. and formal interaction with others via letter/email. intrinsic/unnatural. expectations of ‘class’

My question is, can Creative Writing, and types of performance, be presented more akin to original ‘unstandardized

Creqﬁve Wﬁﬁng/Pel'fomd nce thought? — through breaking ‘taught’ grammatical and ional ions, and be more individualized?

At one side is the more ‘natural’/intrinsic language. On the other side more formulated
language. Arguably the more formulated language becomes, the more social and grammatical
expectations and constraints are put upon it, which can make it less accessible to a range of
people, especially a number of ND+ individuals who many struggle with specific conventions
such as specific structures and registers.

Over the span of my interviews, | have found a number of situations in which ND+ narratives
shape ND+ aesthetics. But, perhaps far more nuanced is that ND+ literature is key to an overall
sense of insight and solidarity. For example, autobiographies and memoirs, written in more
standard prose, have still given me insight into ND+ sentiment. Katherine May, in her novel
‘The Electricity of Every Living Thing’, aptly describes an experience of autistic meltdown in a
way that | do not believe could be captured by someone who had not lived through that
experience,

“This is me right now, crumpled, incoherent, gasping for breath. Flapping my forearms at the
elbows like a hyperactive windscreen wiper.”2%2

Arguably elements of writing/performance that hold/denote much more subtle ND+
characterisation and/or aesthetics could be at play, such as: imagery with vivid sensory
descriptions, writings that centre/focus/passion upon intense fascinations. These writings
may not seem to differ aesthetically to more NT novelists and performers, but, akin to Dr Jen
Malia, autistic researcher and writer’'s comments, it is more that they reveal ND+ creativity
and authorship through very nuanced senses of ND+ perception/lived experience.

My Creative Practice ‘The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’ (Casual Case) in
relation to the Interviews:

Regarding my own creative practice ascribed to this thesis (a section of my novel ‘Casual Case’,
characterising Tammy, a ND+ narrator, whose narrative endorses what | determine as ND+

252 May, K. (2018) The Electricity of Every Living Thing. Orion Publishing Group Limited.
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Aesthetics), | took a number of stimuli and influences from my interviews, some of which | will
expand upon here:

Lending from the ideas of Elena Re, | have written about Tammy having a synesthetic
relationship to the colour purple, with it being related through memory and association to
her friend’s death. When re-editing, | thought about how my own understanding of
synaesthesia was limited, and how it could be seen more to denote spectatorial interest.
However, | chose to keep this element of Tammy, that regarding my own experiences, is an
imagined element of Tammy’s neurodivergence. In regard to this, that | am Neurodivergent
does not necessarily mean | have authority over ND+ experiences outside my own, so this
could be criticised regarding authenticity. In choosing to keep it in | considered discussions
I'd had with DYSPLA, whereby they discussed how, as writers, part of the joy is writing about
experiences outside our own. Within this research, this is recognised as a tricky and easily
appropriated balance; an article which quite eloquently outlines some of the ethos
defending creativity with regard to appropriation was published in the New York Review of
Books entitled, Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’223, which talks about how, to an
extent, the art of ‘fiction” writing has often been centred upon elaboration upon experiences
outside one’s own, “All storytelling is the invitation to enter a parallel space, a hypothetical
area in which you have imagined access to whatever it is not you", and how, if this is done
with empathy and research, as well as fascination, it can not only lead to wondrously
imaginative works of fiction, but can also be part of the joy/spirit of writing.2>*

Talking to a number of ND+ individuals upon the topic of masking made me consider it more
in relevance to my own life experiences; do | mask? — If | do, how? Similar to some of the
interviewees, | think it will take me an amount of time to reflect and unpick; after masking for
so long, elements of the mask are perhaps soldered with my personality; | often do not even
recognise when | am uncomfortable/what | do. | don’t necessarily know how to unmask, or
how this might transcend to my writing and or performance. | believe that elements of my
writing reflects the type of social awareness and anxiety necessary to build and maintain a
mask; often it leads to an incredibly self-critical, self-effacing train of thought which, within re-

reading, | became aware had transcended to Tammy’s narrative.

Sally Gardner, dyslexic writer of Maggot Moon, spoke upon how being able to directly identify
her protagonist character Standish as dyslexic enabled her a more inherent connection and
she felt more free in being experimental; similarly, identifying Tammy as Neurodivergent+
from the beginning gave me more ‘permission’ to self-realise her and write in ‘non-standard’
lexis that reflects elements of my own neurodivergences. The writing doesn’t break
off/disintegrate/change purely to interest a reader, neither does it do so ‘randomly’.
Importantly, it isn’t the writing techniques themselves that, to me, makes them
Neurodivergent+ but rather the ‘why’, and what feeling/effect it characterises in the writing
and for the protagonist that denotes it as ND+ in its aesthetic.

253 Smith, Z. (2019) Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’ The New York Review of Books [ ONLINE]
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24 /zadie-smith-in-def ense-of-fiction/ [Accessed 29/03/24]
254 Note: A more in-depth discussion in relation to Smith’s article can be found within Chapter 3, pp.97-98)
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When | spoke to Elinor Rowlands, founder of ‘Magical Women’, within our interview she
expanded upon a concept surrounding ‘words of rage’, and how, often, autistic women are
told they are: ‘too much’, ‘too loud’, ‘too emotional’, ‘too outspoken’; which is definitely true
within my own lifespan. Within submissions to Magical Women contributors are
encouraged, if they wish, to utilise the full span of their wrath within creative writing, and
this is not edited out of contributions. Anger is a problem that | have a lot of difficulty in
expressing but | feel that in characterising Tammy, | was able to use elements of her
subconscious to ‘vent’/express anger and bottled-up emotion; this writing was often quite
explicit, but | also used her anger/emotion to change the writing regarding form. When
characterising her as angry, and when she was experiencing episodes of ‘bad’ mental health,
| often altered the form using the style, size, intensity, and repetition of language, allowing
my own emotion to guide me; this is similar to how Esther Lowry, autistic contributor to ‘In
Other Words’, described her own writing in times of intense anger/overwhelm. | wrote many
of the sections denoting Tammy as mentally unwell within spells of my own worsening
mental health. | wrote most of the novel within a week, channelling hyper-fixation and
obsession into the writing. In times of ‘wellness’/calm | was able to go back and refine parts
of the writing to more ‘symbolically’ or even pictorially represent unwellness.
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Chapter Three: Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics
Through the Close Analysis of Text

The case studies | have looked at are mainly ND+ individuals who have consciously/confidently
utilised certain writing trends to develop ND+ narratives, or NT writers who have purposely,
and at points | argue clumsily, altered narratives to purposely assume Neurodivergent+
‘presenting’ language.

As a student of creative writing | became fascinated with the possibility of ND+ aesthetics, but
as a ND+ creative and researcher | also became much more invested upon criterion
surrounding ‘authentic’ representations; as such, before | begin upon this chapter, | would like
to make a distinction between Neurodivergent+ Literature, which | am classifying as
work/writing by ND+ creatives, as opposed to Literature on Neurodivergence which includes
the writing of NT authors. This distinction allows for both ND+ and NT authors, academics,
and creatives to confidently expand upon these areas, but asserts that ND+ individuals are at
the forefront of how the conversation is shaped.

However, these distinctions, ‘Neurodivergent+ Literature’ and 'Literature upon
Neurodivergence’, can be open to interpretation due to the complexity and multi-faceted
nature of this topic. With this in mind, | would suggest Neurodivergent+ Literature is a
category that exits as an ‘opt in’, with individual authors deciding if it is something they wish
to be associated with their work. Another consideration around this topic is that, going
forwards, as well as supporting ND+ solidarity/self-actualisation, there needs to be
considerations surrounding supporting and advocating for NT and ND+ closeness and
collaboration; additionally, if a number of influences have gone into ‘joint’ fictional or
autobiographical writings, by a combination of ND+ and NT creative practitioners, then that
might also be considered Neurodivergent+ Literature (possibly dependent upon how
ethically they insured inclusion of ND+ insight). Some examples of these types of
collaborative writing might include Limpfield Grange’s school’s creation of ‘M is for Autism,
‘The Students of Limpsfield Grange School’ (2015)2°>> and their later publication,

‘M in the Middle, ‘Secret crushes, mega-colossal anxiety and the people’s republic of autism’
(2017)%°% whereby a central autistic character (M) was formed from a number of Limpsfield
Grange School’s autistic student’s insight and perspective, but then drawn together by NT
identifying author/editor Vicky Martin. This type of collaboration can also be seen within
‘Diary of a Dyslexic School Kid’ (2019) 2°7 whereby NT identifying author Alais Winton,
worked with Zac Millard (a dyslexic school kid). However, when collaborative practices are
endorsed, it is extremely important that NT authors do not include ND+ participation only to
push/display their own perspective upon Neurodivergence, or remove/distort ND+ insight;
rather that they work equally with ND+ co-participants, not only in respect to the creative
output, but within their mediums of communication?>8. When | interviewed Miranda Prag,

255 Martin, V. (2015). M is for Autism, ‘The Students of Limpsfield Grange School’. Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

256 Martin, V., & Limpsfield Grange Students. (2017). M in the Middle, ‘Secret crushes, mega-colossal anxiety and the people’s republic of autism’. Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

257 Millard, Z., and Winton, A. (2019). Diary of a Dyslexic School Kid. Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

258 Neurodivergent+ and Neurotypical Collaborative Practices: This topic, in and of itself, is expansive, and is only touched upon within this research. More
expansive models ethics and considerations surrounding ND+ collaborative practice are being developed within the arts by ND+ creatives, one being Sonia
Boué, within her project and gallery display featuring NT and ND+ artists; you can read more upon her discovery and practice within: ‘Neither Use Nor
Ornament”: Could Autism-led arts projects pioneer more inclusive and comprehensive perspectives (2020) [ONLINE]
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editor of ‘In Other Words’ (2021), a collection of shorts by autistic authors, we discussed
how, when working with ND+ individuals and their writings, it is important to address and
attempt to remove NT hierarchy, while also being aware that lived experiences of
Neurodivergence, regarding rejection and isolation, may have impacted ND+ participants
confidence/willingness to directly contradict NT assumptions/norms. In short, regarding
collaborative practice and Neurodivergence, it is vital that ND+ co-participants feel
comfortable voicing their opinions/perspectives, so that their voice and lived experiences
are respected, worked with, and seen as forefront to the creative output.

Moving on from these distinctions, in this chapter | will be focusing on a ‘sub-category’ of the
above categories; I’'m focusing upon ND+ Aesthetics. It is important to distinguish this as a
subcategory for several reasons, one being that Neurodivergent+ literature focuses more
upon individual experiences, and that ND+ authors (akin to NT) can/do create in any/all
genres.

What is being discussed within this chapter touches on several distinctions, some of which |
will list/highlight before delving into the close analysis of texts:

1) Not every Neurodivergent+ author will write with Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics.

2) Itis very possible that there are several much subtler Neurodivergent+ ‘fingerprints’, but this
chapter is focused upon far more ‘obvious’ /self-apparent Neurodivergent+ presenting lexis.

3) From my interviews | ascertained that several Neurodivergent+ practitioners do wish to
‘unmask’; this is extremely personal regarding what it entails/how it presents; for some
practitioners this would result in them feeling confident in utilising differing personal
Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics.

4) Many of the ND+ Aesthetics | have analysed have been either done ‘confidently’ and/or with
self-reflection; thinking back to Deborah Leveroy’s explanation of meta-cognition, diagnosis
and asserting ND+ identity might give some ND+ creatives both more insight and more
confidence to write in ways which cultivate ND+ aesthetics; but, with this in mind, the
text/performance created with ‘self-actualisation’ have often been more ‘purposeful’ or
perhaps ‘sculpted” appreciations of ND+ aesthetics. In comparison, some of the Survivor’s and
Mad texts could perhaps be seen as directly more ‘intrinsic’/less sculpted examples of ND+
aesthetics, but you could also argue that a number of these were less tangible, and less
potentially accessible due to some of their more idiocentric communication/presentations.

What | was interested in ascertaining within this chapter was that ND+ Aesthetics, regardless
of their authenticity and intention, do exist, and have been utilised within a number of texts.
| have split what | consider to be different genres/considerations of ND+ writing and/or its
aesthetics into these categories:

= Neurodivergent+ Writing/Literature: Writing by a Neurodivergent+ person on any

topic/genre. It may utilise ND+ aesthetics or be characterised by Neurodivergent+
‘fingerprints’2>® but does not necessarily denote any specific ND+ aesthetics. It may be
driven by intense fascinations/hyper fixations but could equally not be specifically

https://disabilityarts.online/magazine /opinion/n eith er-use-nor-ornament-could-autism-led- arts-projects-pioneer-more-inclusive- and-compreh ensiv e-
perspectives/ [Accessed 29/03/24]

259 ND+ Fingerprint: Aterm |coined after speaking with Jen Malia, that refers to the indirect presence of ND+ authorship and/or creative practice thata ND+
may instil within upon work.
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reflective of neurodivergence (such as a cookbook). This type of writing is not covered
by this thesis; it is important to note this creates a type of bias, in that | am identifying
ND+ literature and/or aesthetics in the work of authors who are either ‘out’ by
identification or can be more directly identified by lived experience.

Texts Identified: | will not identify any texts directly, as they are not discussed within this
thesis. Upon the subject of Neurodivergent+ Literature, appreciations of
neurodivergence/genre and what ‘flavours’ it is growing; but, with this in mind, their also
needs to be an appreciation of more ‘neutral’ ND+ creative writing/writers so that the
creation/theorising of these genre’s do not pigeonhole ND+ writers. Kate Fox, a ND+ Poet,
within her interview also discussed how she felt confident categorising some of her work
within the genre of ‘Neurodivergent+’ but perhaps felt less assuredly framing some of her
other work, less connected to Neurodivergence, within the genre. Jess Thom, in her
interview, discussed that though neurodivergence as a genre was important for
recognition and solidarity, it is equally important for the works of ND+ individuals to be
identified within all other relevant genres.

Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics/Neurodivergent+ Presenting Aesthetics: These can be seen
as a ‘subset’ of Neurodivergent Literature and is what this thesis is most concentrated
upon. Due to this, | have further developed my findings to distinctions within
‘Neurodivergent+’ aesthetics.

1) Authentic Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics (with an appreciation of audience): I've
used this to refer to ND+ writers who either discuss their own life-story in
autobiographical or memoir writing, or perhaps flavour a fictional character with
insights of their own Neurodivergent+ lived experience. Along with the first
category ‘Neurodivergent+ Writing’, these texts are not greatly present within this
thesis; | have only included writing that has utilised more specific/purposeful or
obvious ND+ presenting aesthetics.

Texts/Genre’s Identified: Many books within the genre ‘autie-biography’ such as Temple
Grandin’s ‘Thinking in Pictures’ and Donna Williams' ‘Somebody Somewhere’. Also,
perhaps fictional works such as Sylvia Plath’s, ‘The Bell Jar’, where ND+ writers inject
Neurodivergent+ lived experiences and/or Psychiatric Survivor’s lived experiences more
directly into text.

2) Authentic Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics (without audience awareness); These
types of writing can be evidenced in many of the ‘Survivor’s’ and/or ‘Mad’
narratives. Often endorsing quite ‘raw’, train-of-thought style writing with less of
an appreciation of communication/audience; not usually interested in
‘correctness’, ‘politeness’, and may tangent and/or detail heightened emotion. |
would identify these texts in the genre of ‘Neurodivergent+ Literature’ and, in

terms of my own research, in the sub-category of ‘Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics’.
However, | would note that their aesthetics, due to having less of a consideration
of audience/communication, present very differently to ‘Reflective



Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics’, which are much more self-conscious, and stylised in
their presentations.

Texts Identified: Several of the essays in the ‘Mad Pride’ collection, Ross Burke’s ‘When the
Music’s Over: My Journey into Schizophrenia’, Ester Lowrey’s ‘Overwhelm’ writing, Daniel
Oliver’s theory of ‘Awkward’, and elements of how Jess Thom’s Tourette’s alter stage texts.

Reflective Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics: This is when a Neurodivergent+ creative more
consciously asserts elements of ND+ identity through altering form either to express
something about themselves or attempting to give a differing creative perspective towards
their neurodivergence. | would also place this category within the wider genre of
Neurodivergent+ Literature, and within the sub-category of ‘Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics’ that
this research is invested in. This category (Reflective Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics) is the
‘ohenomenon’ that is discussed most widely within this thesis; how Neurodivergent+ writers,
actors and performers have adapted with intention/self-actualisation and often more

purposely interacted with their awareness of audience is what | have been most invested with.

Texts Identified: Sarah Kane’s ‘4.48 Psychosis’, Neil Hilborn’s performance of his poem ‘OCD’,
Jess Thom’s use of her Tourette’s to inspire lines for, ‘Lights of my Life’, Sally Gardner’s
characterisation of Standish as dyslexic, and Benedict Phillips’ ‘Benedictionary’.

‘Crafted’ Neurodivergent+ Presenting Aesthetics/Representations of ND+
Aesthetics: The changing of lexis or content to ‘sound’ or identify a character or
narrator as ND+ by a NT author. | would identify this type of writing more purely as a
creative/imagined aesthetic; its form can be seen to be more interested in the ‘pure’
realm of creativity/exploration and can be problematic/controversial when discussing
Neurodivergent authenticity and raises questions surrounding ‘appropriation’ and
‘ownership’. | would either place this aesthetic within the wider genre of ‘Literature

upon Neurodivergence’, or discuss writings/performances in separation from
neurodivergence, understanding their appreciation of innovation as a ‘pure’ notion of
fiction, and not connected to ND+ identity.

Texts Identified: Mark Haddon’s, ‘The curious incident of the Dog in the Night-time’ written
in prose which shapes/identifies the protagonist, Christopher, as an ‘aspie teenager’ and
Daniel Keyes’, ‘Flowers for Algernon’, written in prose that identifies a man with learning
difficulties.

As a drama, literature, and creative writing student, | enjoy language deviations from both
'Crafted Neurodivergent+ Presenting Aesthetics/Representations’ alongside both ‘Authentic’
and ‘Reflective Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics’. This is due to me being interested/fascinated in
utilising language as a more intrinsic, creative, and variable medium of expression. In relation
to the creative use of language to identify ND+ sounding characters, | would argue that many
representations have been problematic and presented certain stereotypes, however it could
also be debated that, rather than it been the ‘fault’ of individual authors and their works, itis
also the context in which they are received and published which is further damaging. A
difficulty has perhaps been that the wider population have historically been more

84



interested/pre-occupied with exaggerated, stigmatised ND+ representations than they have
been with ones that denote ND+ authenticity.

With this in mind, the following close analysis of ND+ text, which discusses the representations
of Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics by NT authors, notes that it isn’t necessarily only the ‘author’
who is at fault, but also the climate the work was published and received within.

Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics

Trigger Warning: Suicide

To begin | will briefly discuss Sarah Kane’s 4.48 Psychosis’ (2000) as a direct influence of
several themes and considerations within this thesis so far. It is worth noting that Kane died
in 1999; though the term ‘Neurodivergent+’ existed, it was not well-known/widely used.

This research suggests that differing perceptions, states of mind, and ND+ lived experiences
effects how and why ND+ creatives express themselves within the mediums of creative writing
and performance, which “4.48 Psychosis’ embodies. Kane herself commented,

“4.48 Psychosis is about a psychotic breakdown and what happens to a person’s mind when
the barriers which distinguish between reality and different forms of imagination completely
disappear, so that you no longer know the difference between your waking life and your
dream life. And also you no longer know where you stop, and the world starts [...] I'm trying
to find a collapse between boundaries.” — Sarah Kane?®°

Kane’s lived experience reflects much of the sentiment of the Survivor’'s Movement; her
experiences of mental health institutions, fluctuating states of mental unwell, isolation and
medication undoubtably influenced and transcended into ‘4:48 Psychosis’. A direct reason
that | identified this text as relevant is due to the content covering suicide; it was published
post-humorously after Kanes own suicide. Suicide and suicidal ideation can unfortunately
have an increased prevalence within several Neurodivergent communities, spanning a range
of ND+ identity/diagnosis; the creative practice for this PhD, ‘The Casual Case of the Cat
Caught in the Headlights’, begins with the main character’s closest friend ‘Cat’ having died
through suicide, and the narrative then unfolds to demonstrate personal experiences of
grief, loss, and suicidal ideation. In respect to Neurodivergence, what is interesting is that
Sarah Kane does not identify or ever publicly discuss being psychotic, with this in mind,
elements of the play-text can be seen, in-part, as ‘imagined’ neurodivergent-style narrative,
which have been combined with elements of lived experience and self-expression.

Regarding style and multi-modal practice, ‘4.48 Psychosis’ is an experimental play that also
presents itself akin to a free verse poem or steam of consciousness narration; it has no
specific characters, rather it follows a number of disembodied voices:

“Have you made any plans?
Take an overdose, slash my wrists then hang myself.

260 Rebellato, D. (1998) Sarah Kane Interview. [ONLINE] https://www.danrebellato.co.uk /sarah-kane-interview [Accessed 23/03/34]
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All those things together?

It couldn't possibly be misconstrued as a cry for help 7261

You presume she’s in a hospital setting, but equally, it could be a conversation that she’s
having with herself; she refers to another person or entity as ‘you’, but you are never made

aware of who they are.

| like you
| like you

still black water

as deep as forever

as cold as the sky

as still as my heart when your voice is gone
| shall freeze in hell

of course | love you

you saved my life

| wish you hadn't
| wish you hadn't
| wish you'd left me alone 252

Regarding changing style, syntax, and presentation, many sections follow strong feelings of
confusion and despair in stream-of-consciousness sounding narration, the above section is

formatted more akin to a poem, but the below section is in more ‘ordinary’ paragraph writing:

“Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you for rejecting me by never being there, fuck you for making me
feel like shit about myself, fuck you for bleeding the fucking love and life out of me, fuck my
father for fucking up my life for good and fuck my mother for not leaving him, but most of all,
fuck you God for making me love a person who does not exist.

FUCK YOU FUCK YOU FUCK YOU.”263

100
91

84
81

72
69
58

37 38

42
21

28

The entire play has no stage directions;
it is completely dependent upon how a
director interprets the flow of her
writing, fragmentation of numbers, and
indirect/unspecified characters (see
left).

‘4.48 Psychosis’ premiered in 2000,
which was the same year Mad Pride, ‘A
Celebration of Mad Culture’ was also

published. Mad Pride, as detailed in the previous chapter, was a movement in politics and
literature that involved ‘claiming identity’ through allowing ND+ creatives to exist and express
themselves in their own terms. Sarah Kane struggled immensely with her mental health and

can be identified as a writer with parallels to the Psychiatric Survivor’'s Movement.

261 Kane, S. 4.48 Psychosis. (2001) Bloomsbury [PDF] https://rimalvin.angelfire.com/Kan eSarah448Psychosis.pdf. p.7.

262 Kane, S. 4.48 Psychosis. (2001) Bloomsbury. p.28.
263 Kane, S. 4.48 Psychosis. (2001) Bloomsbury. p.10.
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Kane’s play is of further relevance in that, though it would seem her first-hand experiences of
institutionalisation and mental unwellness ‘flavour’ her writings, she was also a scholar
graduating in Drama from Bristol University; she would have been aware of Avant Garde, Post-
Modern, and DaDa movements, and also taken a conscious decision to present her play ‘4.48
Psychosis’ in an experimental form which was also demonstrative of poor mental health.
Previous plays such as ‘Blasted’ also demonstrate a desire to experimentand push boundaries;
Kane is considered one of the ‘founding” authors of ‘In-Yer-Face’ theatre.

As Kane’s ‘4.48 Psychosis’ so intimately connects to poor mental health and was published
post-humorously (after her suicide), her writing has sometimes been considered a ‘product’
of mental illness. However, this robs Kane of her prowess and autonomy as a playwright. An
article published by the Guardian on Kane in 2005 was entitled, ‘Suicide Art? She’s Better than
That’264 by playwright Mark Ravenhill, who had known Kane. In it, Ravenhill expanded upon
Kane’s passions for writing, and how she keenly and often ‘obsessively’ re-drafted/refined her
pieces. On the topic of how Kane is seen/viewed retrospectively he stated,

‘We are still drawn to the idea that the artist is suddenly struck by the muse, that at a
painfully young age they are compelled to write. No learning a craft, no honing a work: just a
straight explosion from the Self on to the page. Sarah Kane slips easily into the mythic mould.

[...]

There's a danger that we see all of Kane's work as one long preparation for suicide. We
shouldn't. Only the last play, 4.48 Psychosis, is a play written during her periods of
depression and hospitalisation - and even there, the ending is ambiguous. There's a glimmer
of light - but in life or in death? Rather, | think we should look at the plays as the work of a
writer of great anger, of sardonic humour, who saw the cruelties of the world but also the
human capacity for love. When a friend commits suicide, you're always going to feel angry
with them. Any personal anger that | felt towards Sarah has long since gone, but | still feel a
flash of anger that she could leave a fine body of work that can be appropriated as suicide
art. Her work is far better than that.’ 2¢°

He attempts to ‘rehumanise’, meaning that he attempts to present his experiences and
memories of her to contrast the ‘mythic mould’ that her writing seems to have post-
humorously gained. This is something | also determine as relevant surrounding notions of
Neurodivergence/Neurodivergent+ writing as a whole; it is vitally important that ND+ writing
is ‘humanised’, so that the genre genre/aesthetic itself doesn’t become shrouded in ‘myth’,
romanticism, and neurotypical fascination. Another source which sought to bring more
nuance to appreciating Kane was Saunder’s, ‘Love Me or Kill Me, Sarah Kane and the theatre
of extremes’,

“One of the most crucial things that must be stressed about Sarah Kane’s last play is that it
was not hastily written like a suicide note. In-fact there is evidence to suggest that she had
begun preliminary work on it from January 1998 onwards, and it is as carefully crafted as
anything Kaney had worked on before.”2%®

264Ravenhill, M. (2005) Suicide Art? She’s Better than that. The Guardian. [ONLINE] www.theguardian.co m/stage/2005/oct/12/theatre [Accessed 19/03/24]
265Ravenhill, M. (2005) Suicide Art? She’s Better than that. The Guardian. [ONLINE] www.theguardian.co m/stage/2005/oct/12/theatre [Accessed 19/03/24]
266 Saunders, G.(2002) Love Me or Kill Me. Manchester University Press. p.111.
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On the topic of ‘4.48 Psychosis” and the many influences/sources and creative methods Kane
drew and endorsed from Saunder’s commented,

“In 4.48 Psychosis these discourses are used as a way of making language attempt to express
the boundaries between reality, fantasy and different mental states —the forms used range
from monologues; doctor — patient conversations; the language of medical questions are
clinical case histories; material taken from popular ‘self-help’ psychology books; apocalyptic
visions derived and inspired by the book of revelations, as well as disembodied text and
numbers that the characters do not speak.”?¢’

There are a number of contemporary Neurodivergent+ philosophies that identify
recurrent/lifelong mental health conditions/identity as Neurodivergence; both | and Kane
experience/suffer from recurrent life-long mental health conditions. Regarding ‘placement’ of
‘4.48 Psychosis’ within the terminology on Neurodivergence and Aesthetics developed
alongside this research | see the play text as both an example of ‘Authentic’ (writing at times
of unwell), Reflective Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics (in that she has more
purposely/intentionally shaped the texts within re-drafts), and also ‘Imagined/Crafted/ND+
representation” in that it details elements of psychosis, which there is no direct evidence of
Kane personally experiencing.268

| think this is an important distinction to make when concentrating on the originality of ND+
authors’ texts; that the texts are a product of authors being brave enough to claim and
exercise ND+ aesthetics alongside their specific interest, talent, and innovation in writing,
literature and performance. As part of my teaching experience at Kent | presented a seminar
within the module ‘Disability in Theatre’ on Sarah Kane in relation to Neurodivergence and
writing; enabling a number of students be able to see and connect to her in this light was one
of the highlights of my study.

Identifying ND+ Lexis: An Analysis of Selected Novels Indicative of ND+ Narrative

Four fictional and one autobiographical novel have been identified as being either directly
demonstrative of Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics (ND+ authors) or Neurodivergent+ Presenting
Aesthetics (NT authors).

The selected texts are: Flowers for Algernon by Daniel Keyes,1959 (author does
not identify as ND+) Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time by Mark
Haddon, 2003 (author does not identify as ND+), Maggot Moon by Sally Gardner,
2012 (author identifies as dyslexic), A Girl is a Half-formed Thing by Eimear
McBride, 2013 (Written in a lexis inspired by PTSD, which effects the narrative in
terms of perception and structure — it is unknown whether this is completely
fictional or based upon elements of author experience) Because We Are Bad:

267 saunders, G.(2002) Love Me or Kill Me. Manchester University Press. p.112.

268 Reflective Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics: Within this research this is defined as when a Neurodivergent+ creative consciously asserts an element of ND+
identity through altering form to express something about themselves or attempt to give a differing creative perspective towards their neurodivergence. This
category is also placed within the wider genre of Neurodivergent+ Literature. This category/term ‘Reflective Neurodivergent+ Aesthetics’ is the principle that
is discussed most widely within this thesis; it is concerned with why/how Neurodivergent+ writers, actors and performers more intentionally/self-reflectively
implement elements of being Neurodivergent into their writing and/or adapted writing/performance with an awareness of audience.
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OCD and a Girl Lost in Thought by Lily Bailey, 2017 (Author identifies as having
OCD)

All five novels, through their use of spelling, grammar, syntax, and content deviation,
linguistically shape Neurodivergent+ sounding lexis. A prominent focus of this analysis will be
to discuss whether the author’s own life experiences or research has impacted upon their
portrayal of their ND+ character, and how and why it has been intertwined into the narrative.

Flowers for Algernon, by Daniel Keyes: 1959

"Daniel Keyes’ Flowers for Algernon is another iconic classroom text that treats cognitive
disability and engages with various autistic fictions.” 25°

Daniel Keyes’ novel is based upon the premise that an experimental ‘treatment’ can
enhance Charlie, an intellectually disabled adult’s IQ. Though this element of the novel is
fictional as there is no such ‘treatment’, the rest of the narrative is rooted in realism. Within
the novel Keyes experiments with how perceptions might change if they were to become
‘more intelligent’. ‘lmagining Autism, Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum’, within
section ‘Up and Down the Spectrum: Autistic Fictions in Flowers for Algernon’, outlines this
discussion,

“Charlie’s IQ moves him from one set of autism stereotypes to another, merely shifting his
place on the larger spectrum of neurodiversity rather than rendering him neurotypical. In
other words, Charlie moves from representing stereotypes commonly associated with
intellectual disability to embodying stereotypes associated with the genius autistic savant.
Keyes’ novel devalues both ends of the “spectrum,” presenting the intellectually disabled
Charlie as a child worth of pity and the savant Charlie as egocentric, didactic, and
unempathetic.”?’°

‘Flowers for Algernon’ also portrays how Charlie’s perception of self and self-worth is altered
by his 1Q level and the people who surround him. The novel is written in first-person pronouns
and in the style of diary writing.

‘Mr. Strauss says | shud rite down what | think and evrey thing that happins to me from now
on. | dont know why but he says its importint so they will see if they will use me. | hope they
use me. Miss Kinnian says maybe they can make me smart. | want to be smart. My name is
Charlie Gordon. | am 37 years old and 2 weeks ago was my brithday. | have nuthing more to
rite now so | will close for today.’?"*

Within his stream-of-consciousness narrative many of the words are written phonetically:
‘nuthing’, ‘shud’, ‘importint’, ‘happins’. Letters have also been switched around or omitted:
‘evrey’, ‘brithday’. Another noteworthy purposeful un-grammaticalisation?’2 of Keyes is
Charlie’s use of alternative homophones such as: ‘rite’ instead of ‘write’. Charlie details his

269 Freeman  Loftis, S. (2015). Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum. Indiana University Press. Chapter: Metaphor Stole My Autism. pp. 179-182

270 Freeman  Loftis, S. (2015). Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum. Indiana University Press. Chapter: “Up and Down” the Spectrum: Autistic Fictions in
Flowers for Algernon. (2015) Indiana University Press. p.71.

271 Keyes, D.(1959) Flowers for Algernon. Harcourt. p.1

272 Un-grammaticalization: This is a term that | have ‘coined’ which refers to the purposeful usage of incorrect/improper language to shape ND+ aesthetics
and/or characters.
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initial experiences of being questioned within the experiment, ‘I get hedakes from trying to
think and remembir so much’.

Keyes’ suggestion is that poor writing and grammatical skills equate to low intellect and
intelligence. The first third of the novel is written using these linguistic techniques of
grammatical incorrectness to build Charlie’s character. Regarding the content, Charlie’s
perception of events and descriptions of people surrounding him are simplistic and quite
childlike; early in the novel he tells the reader why his teacher is fond of him,

‘She likes me a lot becaus | try very hard to lern evrything not like some of the pepul at the
adult centre who don’t reely care.”2”3 .

Regarding Charlie’s consciousness and awareness in the narrative, he begins as incredibly
literal; he is given the Rorschach inkblot test, involving showing a participant a number of
inkblots and asking them to state what ‘abstract’ shapes they look like. When Charlie is asked
to give shape or meaning to each inkblot, he can only see a different shaped inkblot. Further
to Charlie’sinability to see or interpret images, he is also unable to use or understand symbolic
or metaphorical speech. As the experimental procedure works, his early lack of imagination
within speech, symbolism, and metaphor serves as a stark contrast to how the lexis changes
as he gradually becomes more poetic; he begins to be able to use analogy and describe

elements of metaphysical existence,

‘The worlds around me and my past seem far away, distorted, as if time and space were taffy
being stretched, looped and twisted out of shape.’?74

At first Charlie’s rising 1Q is demonstrated linguistically by less grammatical ‘mistakes’,
inferring that incorrect spelling is related to his low 1Q. As his intelligence progresses his
language and descriptions become far more nuanced and poetic. His interests also become
more ‘adult’,

‘Why haven’t | never noticed how beautiful Alice Kinnain is? She has pigpen-soft brown eyes
and feathery brown hair down to the hollow of her neck.”?”*

He becomes romantically attracted to his teacher, Alice. Opposed to the start of the novel
where he always presumed others were right and was compliant, he grows to become
confident of his own perceptions, and able to counter other people’s views, beliefs, and
opinions. He grows to realise that the people he had viewed as friends had only been mocking
and humiliating him. As Charlie’s IQ increases not only does he become more intellectual, but
also more successful, and they resent him for this.

“It had been all right as long as they could laugh at me and appear clever at my expense, but
now they were feeling inferior to the moron. | began to see that by my astonishing growth |
had made them shrink and emphasised their inadequacies.’” 276

273 Keyes, D.(1959) Flowers for Algerian. Harcourt. p.9.

274 Keyes, D.(1959) Flowers for Algernon. Harcourt. p.166.
275 Keyes, D.(1959) Flowers for Algernon. Harcourt. p.54.
276 Keyes, D.(1959) Flowers for Algernon. Harcourt. p.75.
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At this point in the novel there are no longer any spelling or grammatical inaccuracies. The
lexis clearly demonstrates how Charlie’s perception of himself in relation to his surroundings
has changed. Though Charlie is described as a genius by his love interest, Alice, his new level
of intelligence has not made him happier, and he reflects upon this existentially. Along with
his intelligence his newfound confidence also dissolves as his status within society
dissipates. By the end of the novel Charlie writes using identical incorrect grammar and
spelling as he did in the beginning; he regresses to the same simple understandings of
people and events that he had at the start of the novel.

Another text that presents a ND+ protagonist who wields/utilises lexis that is less
‘standardised’” with elements of it less grammatical is Sally Gardner’s 2012 ‘Maggot Moon’.
Gardner is dyslexic, and her novel depicts a highly innovative and creative character, Standish
Treadwell. He mixes homophones, spells incorrectly, at times has ‘poor’ grammar. Gardner,
unlike Keyes, used this to present nuanced imaginative/inquisitive, dyslexic narrative, rather
than determine low intelligence. The novel characterises Standish’s language to depict a
highly intuitive, creative, witty, and empathetic character who, at the same time, is dyslexic.

‘Flowers for Algernon’ sets up a view of humanity where intelligence equates to civilisation;
Charlie’slackof intelligence demonstrates a lack of personality, humanity, and thereby worth.
When Charlie is ‘unintelligent’ he is extremely aware that he is intellectually lacking; his
confidence suffers due to this. Though this is not a particularly enlightening depiction of an
ND+ narrative, bearing in mind the decade it was written (1959), it might arguably equate to
an accurate representation; being ND+ would have been far more stigmatised with
institutionalisation being an accepted ‘norm’ for people like Charlie. It has only been in the
last two decades that the UK has developed a unified Disabilities Act?’” protecting the rights
of disabled people within workplaces and institutions. Authentic ND+ representation within
this research will not always equate to the positive portrayal of ND+ characters, as this thesis
does not strive to swap stigmatised ‘negative’ ND+ narratives with forced/stigmatised
‘positive’ ones.

Crucially, there is a huge emphasis on ‘curing’ Charlie of his ‘affliction’ (low 1Q), and thereby
making him ‘better’, even though the treatment risks his life. This association falls into the
‘Kill or Cure’ trope which suggests that ND+, and perhaps more specifically learning-disabled
individuals, do not have inherent worth. Promoting an appreciation that Charlie would be
‘better’ and more valuable if he were more intelligent subscribes to the contested perspective
that ND+ individuals should work towards ‘overcoming’ or curing their ND+ natures. Within
its section on Keyes’ novel, ‘Imagining Autism’ states,

“Charlie’s movement from “High Functioning” to “Low Functioning” stereotypes is culturally
interpreted as tragedy, even though he actually returns to his original disabled identity.”2”®

Taking all the above points into consideration, it may still be questionable whether ‘Flowers
for Algernon’ had any political influence upon ND+ movements when it was written in 1959.
This is primarily because ND+ did not exist as a movement, but also due to the factthat Keyes’

277 GOV.UK (2010) ‘Definition of disability under the Equality Act 2010". GOV.UK [ONLINE] www.gov.uk/definition-of-disability-under-equality- act-
2010#:™text=You're%20disabled%20under%20th e,t0%20do%20normal %20daily %20activities [Accessed 16/09/20]

278 Freeman Loftis, S. (2015) Imagining Autism: Fiction and Stereotypes on the Spectrum. Indiana University Press. Chapter: “Up and Down” the Spectrum:
Autistic Fictions in Flowers for Algernon. pp.77.
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lexis and narration was not associated with any specific ND+ labels?’°. It might be justifiable
to claim that there is less harm done to the representation of ND+ individuals from NT
narratives which are entirely fictional; it is possible that, if fully appreciated as a work of
fiction, it may have less potential to be confused or associated with actual ND+
individuals/communities. It may be that NT authors, who base their narrative upon
stereotypes and misrepresentations and/or then go on to use a specific ND+
label/diagnosis/identification, without having substantial links to ND+ communities, who
cause the most damage to overall representation:

“Myths can be every bit as damaging as the sickness itself.”22°

Quoted from: ‘Recovering Bodies, lliness, Disability and Life Writing’s’ epilogue ‘The Value of
Body Stories’. Although this researchdoes not endorse using the word ‘sickness” as a synonym
for ND+, the sentiment is still relevant; unhealthy representations can lead to the propagation
of ignorance and a lack of understanding to real ND+ lived experience, needs and desires.

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time, by Mark Haddon: 2003

Mark Haddon created a ND+ character who is far more directed and specific regarding ND+
diagnosis than Keyes’ Charlie. ‘Curious Incident’ was written 45 years after ‘Flowers for
Algernon’ and well after the incarnation of the Survivor (1980s)%8! and Mad Pride Movements
(1900s-onwards)?82. When ‘Curious Incident’ was written there was a brimming awareness
and drive for ND+ pride and politics, though it was not nearly as self-actualised/recognised as
the movement has become/is becoming today. ‘Curious Incident’, was one of the first, and
arguably still is of the most well-recognised fictional depictions of autism. But, ‘Curious
Incident’ has been flagged as problematic by many ND+ individuals and communities; it has
been accused of portraying stereotypes and depicting an unauthentic narrative and of ableist
‘othering’?83,

Within Mark Haddon’s depiction he uses short paragraphs, pictures, tangents, and diagrams
to demonstrate Christopher’s thought patterns, as well as the ‘squashing’ together of words
at times of panic and overwhelm,

‘My name is Christopher John Francis Boone. | know all the countries of the world and their capital
cities and every prime number up to 7,057.
Eight years ago, when | first met Siobhan, she showed me this picture

279 Note: This can beseen as unlike/apposing Mark Haddon’s novel ‘Curious Incident’ which attaches itself directly to autism in relation to the protagonist
Christopher.

280 Couser, T. (2006) Nancy Mairs. Recovering Bodies, lliness, Disability and Life Writing. University of Wisconsin. Chapter 7:The Value of Body Stories. p.289.
281 Survivor's and Mad pride: The Survivor's movement began to root in the 1970s, however, only started to gain real momentum in the 1980s;in 1985 the
first Mind World Federation Health Conference was held, ‘Dutch and US patient groups met UK user/survivor groups for the firs t time.’(Wallcraft, J. Bryant, M.
(2003, The Mental Health Service User Movement in England. The Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health. [PDF] http://studymore.org.uk/policy_2.pdf [Accessed
25/03/24] Introduction p.3. ) During this event, Neurodivergent+ individuals with mental health conditions, who had experienced institutionalization, were
encouraged to speak about their experiences; and they were listened to by the doctors and physiatrists running the wards. During this period, ND+ individuals
produced writing and poetry which sought to release anguish and heighten awareness; this was dubbed ‘Survivor Poetry’.

282 Mad Pride as a movement emerged from of the Survivors Movement; activists sought to reclaim language that has been used against them, and create
new paradigms surrounding ND+ expression/identity.

283 Ableism in terms of ‘othering’: Term highlights the creation of dynamics/principles which create ‘Neurotypical norms’ which are alienating to disabled
and ND+ individuals and communities. The term ‘ableism’ can be seen as akin/parallel to sexism/racism/homophobia. Regarding ‘institutionalized ableism’,
this relates to the not necessarily purposeful, but nevertheless ingrained attitudes/stigmas and overall set up of a society (often in terms of education/the
workplace) that has not considered/adapted to include disabled and ND+ individuals. (for example, not having ramps for wheelchair access, having bright
fluorescent lighting in an office space, having a ‘no note-taking policy’ in a workplace. Conklin, A (2014) Definitions of Ableism. Study.com [ONLINE]
https://study.com/learn/lesson/wh at-is-

ableism.html#:~:text=Ableism%20can %2 0tak €%20th e%20form,mobility%20problems%20represent %20institutionalized %20ableism [Accessed 25/03/24]
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and | knew that it meant 'sad,' which is what | felt when | found the dead dog.

And | knew that it meant 'happy’, like when I'm reading about the Apollo space missions, or when |
am still awake at 3 am or 4 am in the morning and | can walk up and down the street and pretend
that | am the only person in the whole world.

Then she drew some other pictures

284

Similar to ‘Flowers for Algernon’, ‘Curious Incident’ has adapted and moulded its lexis and
structure to linguistically portray a ND+ narrative; specifically, an ‘aspie’ teenager. The style
is written in the form of a diary or journal, detailing stream-of-consciousness style narration
as Christopher reports on how far he is to solve the mystery of the dead dog. Already in this
very first paragraph he is engaging with some quite obvious autism stereotypes: ‘Christopher
knows all the ‘capital cities’, and every ‘prime number up to 7,057’. Haddon also utilises
language pictoriallyto show how Christopher perceivesinformation around him, and how this
information becomes overwhelming to process when he becomes anxious (see below)

284 Haddon, M. (2003) The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. Jonathan Cape. p.2.
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On the left you cansee Christopher begin to read things around him in an attempt to locate
his surroundings, on the right it shows how they ‘smerge’ together to become
incomprehensible. ‘There were too many and my brain wasn’t working’286. The creation of
lists/categorising events or emotions quite meticulously is something Christopher endorses
throughout to iron out his thoughts or distract himself from discombobulating situations.

285 Haddon, M. (2003) The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. Jonathan Cape. pp.208-209.
285 Haddon, M. (2003) The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. Jonathan Cape. p. 209.
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different, like a dog when it has hurt its Paw and | heard the oun
but | didn't realise it was me at first, o

And then the train doors closed and the train started movi

past and it went into the tunnel at the end of the little stati
it was quiet again and the people were all walking into th
that went out of the little station.

And | was shaking and | wanted to be back at h:
| realised | couldn’t be at home because Father w
told a lie and he killed Wellington which mea

Along with syntax, quite a lot of the actual descriptions of Christopher are what characterise
him as autistic. Eric Chen, an autistic critique, commented that Christopher’s ‘focus’ is more
upon analysing himself from a NT standpoint, rather than intrinsically existing as autistic. A
section of the writing | believe demonstrative of Christopher perhaps ‘analysing’ himself as
autistic rather than simply being/existing | have included below,

“The next day | saw 4 yellow cars in a row on the way to school which made it a Black Day
so | didn’t eat anything at lunch and | sat in the corner of the room all day and read my A
level Maths course book. And the next day, too, | saw 4 yellow cars in a row on the way to
school which made it another Black Day too, so | didn’t speak to anyone and for the whole
afternoon | sat in the corner of the library groaning with my head pressed into the join
between the two walls and this made me feel calm and safe.” 288

Regarding creating Christopher’s narrative, Haddon commented,

| just think he has a really interesting outsider’s perspective on what many people smugly
think of as normality, and his language is a part of that.28°

Though Haddon places his narrative within ‘outsider’, some of the ways in which he
characterisers Christopher do seem to more directly denote autism/autistic stereotypes; part
of the narrative details his support worker Siobhan, drawing him pictures to be able to
recognise different facial expressions. This first page shoehorns in three quite prominent and
‘classic’ autism traits quite stereotypically (mathematic ability, inability to recognise facial
expressions, very specific interests/fascinations.) In ‘Performing Psychologies’, Chapter 9:
‘Autism and its Effect on Post-Realist Theatre’ expands upon representation within ‘Curious
Incident’,

287 Haddon, M. (2003) The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. Jonathan Cape. p.217.
288 Haddon, M. (2003) The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. Jonathan Cape. p.68.
289 Taken from interview with Mark Haddon, conducted 25/11/20
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“It creatively and convincingly presents a version of Aspie experience that conforms to
certain popular paradigms of autism, in particular the stereotypical association between AS,
enhanced mathematical abilities and impaired empathy.”2°°

When writing ‘Curious Incident’, Haddon purposely did not undergo in-depth research on
the topic of Autism as he believed that this insight would stifle his creativity. With this in
consideration, it is safe to assume that Haddon’s mentality was a large factor to the novel
being criticised by autistic people and communities for perpetuating stereotypes. However,
it also received praise and support, Haddon commented,

‘In short, the novel has angered some people, but it has also profoundly changed some lives
for the better.’2°*

Jon Adams, ND+ creative and founder of ND+ collective ‘Flow Observotorium’, commented
that ‘Curious Case’ was one of the first text where he felt ‘seen’, and it helped him develop
upon his understanding of self; though a number of other interviewees, myself included, did
not feel we were reflected in the narrative.

Below reads an excerpt from Haddon’s personal blog, posted on the 16t of July 2009, where
he discusses his lack of awareness upon the subject, and justifies his choices within the novel:

asperger's & autism 16-07-2009

Unsurprisingly, I’'m often asked to talk about Asperger’s and autism or to become involved
with organisations who work on behalf of people with Asperger’s and autism, many of whom
do wonderful work. but | always decline, for two reasons:

1) I know very little about the subject. | did no research for Curious Incident (other than
photographing the interiors of Swindon and Paddington stations). I’d read Oliver Sacks’s
essay about Temple Grandin and a handful of newspaperand magazine articles about, or by,
people with Asperger’s and autism. | deliberately didn’t add to this list. Imagination always
trumps research. | thought that if | could make Christopher real to me then he’d be real to
readers. | gave him somerules to live by and some character traits and opinions, all of which
I borrowed from people | know, none of whom would be labelled as having a disability.
Judging by the reaction, it seems to have worked.

2) Curious Incident is not a book about Asperger’s. it’s a novel whose central character
describes himself as ‘a mathematician with some behavioural difficulties’. Indeed, he never
uses the words ‘Asperger’s’ or ‘autism’ (I slightly regret that fact that the word ‘Asperger’s’
was used on the cover). If anything, it’s a novel about difference, about being an outsider,
about seeing the world in a surprising and revealing way. It is as much a novel about us as it
is about Christopher.

Labels say nothing about a person. They say only how the rest of us categorise that person.
Good literature is always about peeling labels off. And treating real people with dignity is
always about peeling the labels off. A diagnosis may lead to practical help. But genuinely

2% Carlson, M. (2019) ‘Autism and Affect in Post-Realist Theatre’, in Shaughnessy, N. & Barnard, P. (eds.) Performing Psychologies. Methuen Drama. p.154.
291 Taken from interview with Mark Haddon, conducted 25/11/20
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understanding another human being involves talking and listening to them and finding out
what makes them an individual, not what makes them part of a group.

| passionately believe this, and I’'ve said it repeatedly in many different forms. To become a
spokesperson forthose with Asperger’s or autism, or to present myself as some kind of expert
in the field, would completely undermine this. 2°2

Within his blog explanation Haddon raises points about his choices of representation, but
some of his points can be seen as contradictory. One example is when he states, ‘A diagnosis
may lead to practical help. But genuinely understanding another human being involves talking
and listening to them and finding out what makes them an individual, not what makes them
part of a group.” His emphasis upon ‘finding out what makes people individual’ would suggest
that he values authenticity. He also states that he is striving to learn more about ‘outsiders’,
but he also writes that ‘imagination always trumps research.

Haddon has accepted that he does not deserve a position whereby he has a say on autism
rights, experience, or representation; he ‘always declines invitations’ to events which
advocate autism because he,

‘Knows very little about the subject. | did no research for Curious Incident (other than
photographing the interiors of Swindon and Paddington stations).”?%3

It would seem that he is advocating for people who have more of an understanding and
appreciation of Autism to be participating within these events; an extrapolation of this would
be that novels and narratives which represent Autism should also follow this sentiment. His
unwillingness to speak at events upon Autistic representation also brings into question why
Haddon decided to write and publish a novel depicting a ND+ character if he is uninterested
in representing the community authentically. For Haddon, it seems creating ND+ lexis was
simply a way for him to create a new and ‘odd’ sounding narrative. This draws another
correlation to ‘Flowers for Algernon’ whereby the ND+ lexis is utilised as narrative convention;
they are enjoying creativity for spectatorial interest, without necessarily considering or caring
about issues surrounding ND+ authenticity.

Within his narrative Haddon can also be seen as ‘othering’ Christopher, in that, though it is
written in first-person narration, Christopher’s perspective often gives quite clear and fully-
fledged viewpoints towards the characters surrounding him, such as his mum, dad, neighbour
and school teacher; though many ND+ individuals, through masking, do develop extremely
sensitive and self-conscious perspectives, Christopher, within Haddon’s narrative, is
characterized has having a number of higher learner needs surrounding communication,
which suggest that he would be less aware, and not have this type of astute insight that comes
from a pre-occupation with predicting the needs/wants/thoughts of those surrounding you.
As a literary technique, it breaks up narrative and conveys a medley of differing perspectives,
and other character motivations; however, regarding authenticity and ethics, it can be argued
that Haddon at points uses Christopher to highlight the perspectives others, normalizing or
reflective of the views of a Neurotypical reader, rather than more directly prioritising

292 Haddon, M. Asperger’s-Autism. Mark Haddon Press. (2009) http://www.markhaddon.com/blog/aspergers-autism [Accessed 16/09/20]
2%3 Haddon, M. Asperger’s-Autism. Mark Haddon Press. (2009) http://www.markhaddon.com/blog/aspergers-autism [Accessed 16/09/20]
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Christopher’s viewpoint. This again perhaps brings up discussions around authenticity and
literary technique; in this case, what mightbe more appealing to readers could be less genuine
to Christopher. Thisis something that | also touch upon when discussing my creative choices
for ‘The Casual Case of the Cat Caught in the Headlights’, and my choice to have it to be quite
introspective  with most chapters stemming quite exclusively from Tammy’s
perspectives/insights, especially when she is experiencing heightened episodes of OCD. But
this is a very nuanced discussion, as not only is there such a range of ND+ perspective, but
also several autistic individuals enjoy and praise Haddon’s novel; though there may be trends,
we are a wide and varied community, so, in many ways, though we can develop the
conversation, there may not be fixed ‘right/wrong’ assertions around many issues, including
representation.

One thing that is noteworthy about Curious Incident’s plot isthat, despite the narrative pulling
heavily upon the protagonist’s Neurodivergent+ nature, it is also a mystery novel;
Christopher’s disability narrative is not the sole focus. Christopher is trying to work out who
murdered his next-door neighbour’s dog, and what really happened to his mother? Due to
these elements the novel is essentially a “Who Done It?’; much of the reader’s attention is
invested in unravelling the mystery alongside Christopher. Additionally, this mystery and
detective genre can be seen to aid ‘Curious Incident’ bridge into mainstream literature;
ultimately meaning that a range of people, who may not have been interested in the topic of
autism, picked up and read the novel.

It could be argued that despite problematic portrayal, ‘Curious Incident’ brought autism to the
public’s attention and could be viewed as the beginning of a more nuanced conversation. In
a written interview conducted with Haddon on cultural appropriation, he commented,

‘There is a spectrum. At one end | would never write a first-person narrative from the point
of view of someone of colour or someone who was trans (though repeatedly excluding them
as characters would be equally wrong). At the other end | regularly write from the
perspective of women. Indeed | think it’s imperative that male authors write from the point
of view of female characters and make it convincing. | guess neurodiversity sits somewhere
in the middle of that spectrum. As do many forms of mental iliness. And indeed physical
disability.

Short answer: I’'m not Lionel Shriver. I’'m very conscious of the potential for cultural
appropriation. But being conscious of the questions doesn’t automatically provide easy
answers.’2%4

Haddon discussed how he took characteristics from a number of people he was close to, and
that, in parts, the text draws upon autobiographic moments from his own life; in a way this
ethos questions the extent to which Neurodivergent+ narratives belong to specific people? As
noted earlier by DYSPLA, while they promote Neurodivergent+ aesthetics, they do not believe
in creative restriction; they champion full/free artistic expression and creativity and believe
that it is the conversations that follow which are valuable. I'd also argue that the facilitation
of conversations allows us to update our understandings of inclusion and appropriation. An
article by Zadie Smith, published by The New York Review of books entitled, ‘Fascinated to

2% Taken from my interview with Mark Haddon, conducted 25/11/20
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Presume, in Defence of Fiction’ (2019), delves further into arguments in defence of fiction/the
art of fiction writing, highlighting that historically, fiction writing has often involved writing
about ‘other’ experiences, and that fiction itself isn’t necessarily constrained by ethics; she
suggests that, autobiographical infused fiction writing may, in some ways, be ‘safer’, but not
necessarily better, in terms of story and enjoyability, “Many have moved swiftly on to what
they perceive to be safer grounds, namely the supposedly unquestionable authenticity of
personal experience”?2>, Smith goes on to suggest that what was once a ‘suggestion’, has now
become more concrete,

“‘Write about what you know” has morphed into something more of a threat: ‘stay in your
lane’2%¢

Her article suggests that lived authenticity, in relation to writing, can be viewed in terms of a
modern ‘trend’, whereby we, as a society, recognise lived experience and authenticity to be
synonymous to good/ethical fiction. She discussed how, though ideas of appropriation and
ownership could strengthen the voice of particular communities/support their writings,
arguably, these concepts can also be seen to limit/reduce overall creative possibilities. She
envisioned how Charles Dickens might today feel in respect to his own writings,

“Dickens didn’t look worried or ashamed. Didn’t appear to suspect he might be
schizophrenic or in some other way pathological. He had a name for his condition: novelist.
Early in my life this became my cover story too, and for years “I” have been both adult and
child, male and female, black, brown, and white, straight, funny, tragic, liberal, and
conservative, religious, and godless, not to mention alive and dead.”2°’

She dissects the term ‘cultural appropriation’, suggesting that the concept, in and of itself,
can be highly subjective, and laden with its own stigma and sociological constraints; she
suggests other ways in which the term could be conceptualized,

“What would our debates about fiction look like, | sometimes wonder, if our preferred verbal
container for the phenomenon of writing about others was not “cultural appropriation” but
rather “interpersonal voyeurism’ or ‘profound-other fascination” or even “cross-epidermal
reanimation”2°8,

Her article suggested that, though historically several fictional portrayals weren’t entirely
accurate, or ‘authentic’, that they do not necessarily need to be to capture reader
imaginations, and that writing can be seen more purely as a work of fiction and a product of
imagination. Going forwards, to lessen purely voyeuristic portrayals, she put forth that the
test of a good author could be the ability to temper more voyeuristic fascinations and interest
with compassion and empathy for the community and/or experiences being depicted. But,
with this in mind, upon representation and fiction she commented,

2% Smith, Z. (2019) Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’ The New York Review of Books [ ONLINE]
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24 /zadie-smith-in-def ense-of-fiction/ [Accessed 29/03/24]
2% Smith, Z. (2019) Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’ The New York Review of Books [ ONLINE]
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24 /zadie-smith-in-def ense-of-fiction/ [Accessed 29/03/24]
297 Smith, Z. (2019) Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’ The New York Review of Books [ONLINE]
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24 /zadie-smith-in-def ense-of-fiction/ [Accessed 29/03/24]
298 Smith, Z. (2019) Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’ The New York Review of Books [ ONLINE]
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24 /zadie-smith-in-def ense-of-fiction/ [Accessed 29/03/24]
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“Given the history, it’s natural that we should fear and be suspicious of
representation of us by those who are not like us. Equally rational is the assumption
that those who are like us will at least take care with their depictions and will be
motivated by love and intimate knowledge instead of prejudice and phobia.”2%°

As a writer who enjoys experimentation, in many ways | relate to much of the sentiment
within Smith’s article; however, much of its ethos can be seen to oppose many of the
outlooks within this research. The balance between authorly imagination and authenticity
underpins many of the discussions surrounding Neurodivergent+ aesthetics. A point that is
stressed throughout this research is that it is not necessarily the creative pursuits of NT
authors that should be ‘capped’, but rather, that there are substantial barriers surrounding
the voices of Neurodivergent+ creatives being heard and recognised, and that these should
be removed.

The article emphasised the want/needs of creative freedom, regarding individual authors
and their intentions, but did not necessarily fully address wider cultural implications of
hierarchy, and why authentic voice/s, historically, may have been ignored; in relation to this
research, neurotypical hierarchies, a lack of awareness around ND+ access, and a
devaluation of Neurodivergent+ insight, could have led to the erasure of Neurodivergent+
authorship. It is not necessarily the singular creation and publication of fiction portraying
ND+ narration by Neurotypical authors that is most damaging, but rather the ongoing
publication and mass accreditation of NT author’s portrayals of Neurodivergence above and
instead of Neurodivergent+ writings; this, in and of itself, is denotive of wider institutional
ableism. Feasibly, sometimes, ‘fiction” should perhaps be seen as reflective of imagination
(not inherently indicative of truth/reality), but this should not be used as a guise or excuse to
continually propel damaging stigmas/prejudices within fiction and override the voice, insight
and criticisms of minority groups. In relation to neurodivergence/ND+ creatives, with there
being a number of barriers to ND+ access, and existing prejudice surrounding the valuing
and recognition of ND+ individuals, the ‘over-publication” of Neurotypical author's writings
on the topic of Neurodivergence, in place of directly supporting and publishing
neurodivergent+ authors, risks further feeding stereotypes and upholding an absence of
authentic insight. Furthermore, if two well-versed writers approach a topic, but one has
substantial connection and lived experience of that area, it can be seen as somewhat
conceited to believe that they will not bring with them a nuance of insight and perspective;
and, this thesis argues, in reference to neurodivergent experience, this has too often been
sidelined.

In relation to Smith’s, ‘In Defence of Fiction’ essay, which defends the validity and merit of
authors in creating narratives that encompass cultures that they do not necessarily have
first-hand experience of, it could be debated that it is more pertinent to inquire: ‘Who has
not been listened to, and why? - Who may have been prevented from, or, had obstacles in
writing their story and having it heard? — and, how this can be combatted?’ rather than one’s

299 Smith, Z. (2019) Fascinated to Presume: in Defence of Fiction’ The New York Review of Books [ONLINE] www.nybooks.com/articles/2019/10/24/zadie-
smith-in-defense-of-fiction/ [Accessed 29/03/24]
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own individual ‘right’ or ‘lack of right’ to detail /represent a specific narrative. But many
individual writers/creatives are and will be captivated and interested in narratives outside
their own, and the personal freedom and initiative to use, explore and connect to a range of
perspectives/experiences outside of their own is a drive for many writers and creatives; with
that in mind, it could be that the more sensitive ethical considerations regarding production
and distribution lie more within wider publisher/creative industry standards and
expectations, and perhaps less with individual creatives. It can also be true that a
compelling, or ‘best-selling’ story may well be written by an author who does not have lived
experience; whether art/writing/performance carries or should be constrained by ethical
consideration/constraint is a question and stance in and of itself; as ‘In Défense of Fiction’
articulates, it is only more recently that an author’s intention/background has been
understood as much more relevant to creation; this position in many ways opposes concepts
surrounding ‘Death of the Author’, whereby a creative piece and its value is treated in
isolation from the creator; should we now be more directly/intentionally and openly placing
value in the connection between the individual creative and their work? — Or, can these two
seemingly opposing philosophies be equal considerations?

Regarding the ethos of this thesis, much of its impetus and promise is centred around
breaking down hierarchy/neuro-normative practices by being more aware and in touch with
author/performer background and/or motivation and/or ND+ creatives feeling more aware
and in touch with their own voice. With this in mind, its focus is less on ‘censoring’
Neurotypical authors, and more centred on empowering ND+ creatives and ensuring
institutional prejudice and ableism are not preventing/stifling ND+ progressions.

When/if there is a more level playing field within creative industries, taking into
consideration factors such as access barriers, and communication differences, then,
arguably, it could be more ethical/appropriate for writers/authors, whose experience is not
situated within specific cultures (and regarding this research ND+ culture) to experiment
with narratives they do not have personal experience with, as there would potentially be
less controversy surrounding whose voice was not able to be heard and who did not have

the resources to articulate their own story.

Arguably, many of these issues and concerns extend far further than discussions around
creative practice/s and fictional ND+ portrayal; they are denotive of much larger societal
stigma and ableism. If ND+ voices were to be fully recognised/appreciated within an array of
disciplines, then unrealistic and potentially stigmatized fictional portrayals of
neurodivergence might be less influential and damaging. The impetus within these
discussions is returned to throughout this research. As the thesis unfurls, elements of it call
for further recognition of something new regarding the development of ND+ aesthetics and
growing senses of ND+ self-actualisation alongside and as well as focusing upon
critique/dismantlement of literary stereotypes.

MAGGOT MOON, by Sally Gardner: 2012

The protagonist in ‘Maggot Moon’, Standish Treadwell, is a dyslexic eleven-year-old boy.
Gardner has not only written from the perspective of a dyslexic character, she has also
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characterised Standish by attempting to display the dyslexic thought process through her use
of lexis. Her chapters are extremely short, some only being a paragraph long, within interview
she spoke upon this perhaps being reflective of ‘ADHD’/ADHD friendly, in that it enables a
fast/quite immediate pacing.3°° Gardner’s lexis deploys numerous ‘dyslexicisms’ such as:
Freudian slips, syntax errors, wrong/new words, neologisms, executive function difficulties3°?,
and grammar that reads phonetically. While standing outside his house, Standish describes
the wall at the bottom of his garden:

‘A word to describe the wall would be impenetrable. See. | might not be able to spell but |
have a huge vocabulary. | collect words —they are sweets in the mouth of sound’3°?

Throughout the novel sentences are written more akin to free-flowing speech than more
strictly formatted written language. The novel often does not use full/grammatically correct
clauses and syntax, but despite this, the content of Standish’s writings is always clear.

Dyslexic mentality can transcend grammar; many dyslexic individuals put meaning, content,
and sentiment before the composition of structure/grammar. Gardner displays this element
of Standish’s processing within ‘Maggot Moon’ by giving words slippery edges such as being
misspelt, or having words and meanings slip into one another. At one point Standish
describes hiding below ground and then appearing to find a person who looks like his
schoolteacher: ‘I emerge from the trench to find Mr Gunnel’s double-gangster waiting.
Standish means to say doppelganger. But this dyslexic slip does not simply display a
‘mistake’; it also gives the reader insight into how he views his teacher, who is a character
who physically punishes a student to the point of death.

Standish lives with his grandad in a sectioned-off district of the city. At one point he asks his
next-door neighbour how far away the moon is from the earth, and his neighbour replies that
itis 221,463 miles away. Commenting upon his neighbour’s astounding ability to remember
precise facts and figures Standish comments, ‘A bloody walking cyclops, was Mr Lush.” What
Standish would have meant to say is ‘A bloody walking encyclopaedia’. This can be viewed as
verbal dyslexia, which in this case has led to a humorous lexical miscalculation. In ‘Maggot
Moon’ compound words and word slips often add more intuitive and introspective
understanding than the ‘correct” words would have done.

Although grammar in ‘Maggot Moon’ is not always utilised ‘correctly’, Standish’s English is
striking and elegant with its fullness of analogy, metaphor, and detailed descriptions. By
evoking richand expressive prose Gardner has characterised Standish to be both attentive and
curious,

‘That huge ugly building was lit up. It shone brighter than the stars, even in the daytime. That
was something. People in Zone Seven dared not ask why. We just wondered what was going on
inside. Why did it need so much electricity when we were lucky to get an hour or two a day. You

300 Note: Sally Gardner does not directly identify as ADHD but does champion views and perspectives towards overlapping ND+ experiences.

301 Executive Function Condition/Disorder is when a ND+ person has difficulty with getting things in the right order/place and can present itself within
organisation, speech and writing. Goodman, B (2024) Executive Function Disorder. WebMD [ONLINE] www.webmd.com/add-adhd/executive-function
[Accessed 25/03/24]

302Gardner, S. (2012) Maggot Moon. Hot Key Books p.23.
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could hear the citizens of Zone Seven silently ask that Question. It crept along the streets, oozed
out of everyone you met.’3%3

Applying ungrammatical and non-standardised narrative that also demonstrates imagination
and creativity is in tension with the lexis employed within ‘Flowers for Algernon’. Although
both novels are characterised by using non-standard grammar, the sole intention for it within
Daniel Keyes’ novel was to demonstrate Charlie’s intellectual inadequacy. In ‘Maggot Moon’,
the lexis demonstrates a dyslexic way of thinking, writing, and communicating. By doing this,
Gardner has eloquently demonstrated that a ‘lack’ of skills in literacy, does not equate to low
intelligence or intuition, rather that the correctness of grammar and spelling does not need
to be an obstacle within exciting and intellectually challenging writing.

Relating to ‘positive representation’ it could be said that ‘Maggot Moon’s sentiments are
relatively bleak; the starting chapter begins, ‘Can’t read, can’t write, Standish Treadwell isn’t
bright’. He is persecuted at his school because of his learning difference and differing eye
colours, leading him to being labelled ‘undesirable’. Although this could be viewed as quite a
damning depiction of dyslexia, it is tempered by it coming from a place of truth and
authenticity. Gardner is dyslexic; within interviews she divulges that she was branded as
‘unteachable’3%4 at a very young age. Within this research it is important to state that it
encourages authentic ND+ narratives which may be bleak, depict isolation, bullying, and
depression. This research does not strive to replace inaccurate negative or harmful narratives
with unauthentic or forced positive portrayals, rather it aims to report and ‘capture’ the first-
hand sentiment/lived experience of a number ND+ creatives.

A strength of ‘Maggot Moon’ is that Standish’s dyslexia is both central to the plot while also
being completely irrelevant; Standish’s character is fully rounded (not comprised simply of
dyslexic characteristics) and the plot is highly inventive, regardless to whether the protagonist,
Standish, is or is not dyslexic. Standish’s dyslexic experience permeates into the details he
picks up on such as his inquisitiveness, the way he imagines, small things which slow or hinder
him, as well as the pacing and syntax. To remove dyslexia from Standish, ‘Maggot Moon’, in
terms of its linguistics, would need to be entirely re-written. In her interview Gardner
commented, ‘Maggot Moon isn’t about dyslexia, but equally it wouldn’t exist without it”30>
Upon inquisition and dyslexia she commented,

“I am prepared to turn the whole thing on its head to look at it backwards, turn it round and
move it to whisk it to try again in a different way. Move the character up, move a character
down, and never give up. And in a way, that is what's so amazing about dyslexic people you
could ask them so what do we do with this room and you could have about 500,000 different
ideas. Now, that isn't a problem. That should not be a problem a child with a chest full of
questions should be something every school should be dying for.”3°¢

Additional to the printed copy of ‘Maggot Moon’, Gardner designed a version that can be read
as an interactive iBook3%’, which gives the reader a more three-dimensional experience not

303 Gardner, S. (2012) Maggot Moon. Hot Key Books. p.115.

304 Gardner, S. (2012) ‘About Sally Gardner’. Hot Key Books [ONLINE] www.maggotmoon.com/sally.php> [Accessed 16/09/20]
305 Taken from my interview with Sally Gardner, 26/11/20

306 Taken from my interview with Sally Gardner, 26/11/20

307 Gardner, S. (2012) ‘About Sally Gardner’. Hot Key Books [ONLINE] www.maggotmoon.com/sally.php> [Accessed 16/09/20]
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only of the dystopian reality, but of the dyslexic experience. She has designed a video in which
the writing within ‘Maggot Moon’ morphs into different shapes, sizes, and fonts; this is so that
NT readers can gain a greater understanding of what it is like to read as a dyslexic: (Link to
video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=107pJlaWrphM)

A Girl is a Half-Formed Thing, by Eimear McBride: 2013

TW: details of rape/sexual assault

Similar to Keyes, Haddon, and Gardner, Eimear McBride manipulates language within ‘A Girl
is a Half-Formed Thing'. She punctuates in ways which are more akin to speech than written
language, employing half clauses and disjointed syntax to c