
 

Z. Leonardo (ed.), Handbook of Cultural Politics and Education, 237–268. 
© 2010 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved. 

ALICIA A. BRODERICK 

10. AUTISM AS ENEMY  

Metaphor and Cultural Politics 

In this chapter I explore the cultural politics circulating in contemporary autism 
discourse, particularly the usage of metaphor therein. Writing from a Disability 
Studies in Education (DSE) perspective, I argue that there is currently an ongoing 
cultural struggle over the metaphoric constitution of autism as disease vs. autism as 
neurodiversity. Related to the dominant “autism as disease” metaphor, two dominant 
metaphors to emerge in popular cultural discourse around autism in the last several 
years are: (a) autism as abductor and (b) autism as epidemic. I argue that, taken 
together, within the organizing metaphoric construct of autism as disease, these 
twin metaphors serve metaphorically to constitute (a) an enemy and (b) a sense 
of urgency, each of which is necessary to constitute autism as a cultural threat 
significant enough to support particular approaches and postures toward both 
intervention (e.g., attempts at “recovery” through early intensive behavioral 
intervention) and prevention (e.g., “curing autism”). Drawing upon Lakoff and 
Johnson’s (2003) theories of metaphor, throughout this chapter I explore the 
circulation of power through metaphor in contemporary autism discourse, 
considering also Foucault’s (1980) notions of “regimes of truth” and “subjugated 
knowledges.” I argue that this exploration of the cultural politics underlying the 
usage of metaphor in autism discourse can illustrate the powerful ways in which 
broader cultural narratives about normalcy/abnormalcy become “naturalized,” thus 
obscuring the fundamentally ideological nature of the assumptions underlying 
decisions about educational policy and practice.  

INTRODUCTION: DISABILITY STUDIES IN EDUCATION 

In this chapter, I take a disability studies (DS) perspective on the current popular 
cultural struggle between competing metaphors drawn upon to define and indeed 
constitute a particular disability label and identity—autism—and therefore, the 
individuals to whom it is ascribed. I argue that the cultural politics that surround the 
present metaphoric struggle over what autism “is” and perhaps more importantly, 
that inform the question “Who gets to say?” constitute an illustrative example of the 
ways in which broader cultural narrative tropes about ability and disability become 
naturalized in informing decisions of educational policy and practice. 

While the field of disability studies has been burgeoning in the humanities and 
the social sciences for at least 30 years, in the past decade a DS perspective has 
also begun to have a significant impact around disability-related issues in education. 
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Many scholars of disability studies in education (DSE) mark the 1999 formation 
of a DSE special interest group (SIG) of the American Educational Research 
Association (AERA) as “the formal beginning” (Gabel, 2005, p. 1) of what had 
been a longstanding trend (Taylor, 2006) in educational research and practice of 
extending the theoretical perspectives, frameworks, and approaches of DS in the 
humanities and social sciences to issues of educational policy and practice. 
According to Taylor (2006), what distinguishes DSE from traditional DS generally is 

a practical concern with schooling practices. In contrast to a traditional 
special education perspective and consistent with a Disability Studies 
perspective, Disability Studies in Education examines disability in social 
and cultural context. Constructions of disability are questioned and special 
education assumptions and practices are challenged. (p. xix) 

Similarly, the DSE SIG describes DS and its emergent contributions to the field of 
education as follows:  

Disability studies is an emerging interdisciplinary field of scholarship that 
critically examines issues related to the dynamic interplays between disability 
and various aspects of culture and society. Disability studies unites critical 
inquiry and political advocacy by utilizing scholarly approaches from the 
humanities, humanistic/post-humanistic social sciences, and the arts. When 
specifically applied to educational issues, it promotes the importance of 
infusing analyses and interpretations of disability throughout all forms of 
educational research, teacher education, and graduate studies in education 
(DSE, ¶ 1, as cited in Gabel, 2005a, p. 1). 

Interestingly, in taking generally criticalist stances toward inquiry, advocacy, and 
analysis, a number of DSE scholars actively critique the ways in which criticalist 
pedagogical traditions have historically, and perhaps unwittingly, contributed to the 
marginalization of disability-related issues in education through reification of 
realist ontological assumptions about the nature of disability identity and experience 
(Gabel, 2002; Erevelles, 2005).  

Several cogent explorations of the evolution of the field of DSE scholarship 
have already been offered by other authors, and I refer the reader to these works for 
additional detail on the breadth and depth of DSE scholarship (Danforth & Gabel, 
2006a, 2006b; Gabel, 2005a, 2005b; Ware, in press; Taylor, 2006). However, Ware 
(in press) makes a useful distinction when she refers to scholars who claim DS 
as their “ideological home” (p. 4), rather than their “disciplinary home” (p. 4),  
a distinction that she argues serves to “underscore the interdisciplinary and trans-
disciplinary mission of disability studies” (p. 4). Ware delineates the broadest 
ideological commitments of DS and DSE perspectives as “interrogat[ing] ableism 
and the certainty that encloses the pursuit of ‘normalcy’ throughout society and its 
institutions” (p. 1). Nevertheless, taking a DSE approach to inquiry and analysis 
does not imply adopting a unitary perspective, disciplinary grounding, or 
analytical approach. Taylor (2006) notes that “scholarship in these areas includes 
social constructionist or interpretivist, materialist, postmodernist, poststructuralist, 



AUTISM AS ENEMY 

239 

legal, and even structural-functionalist perspectives and draws on disciplines as 
diverse as sociology, literature, critical theory, economics, law, history, art, 
philosophy, and others” (p. xiii). Thus, in this chapter’s analysis of autism metaphor  
I explicitly position my ideological home within both DS and DSE traditions, 
and I draw upon a variety of approaches to inquiry and analysis—including 
literary, linguistic, and postmodernist—in my exploration and discussion of the 
cultural politics of autism metaphor. In keeping with the criticalist and activist 
traditions of DS and DSE, I argue that this analysis has fundamental implications 
for future action, particularly for both educational and social policies and practices 
as they relate to autistic citizens.  

ON METAPHOR 

In 1978, Susan Sontag wrote a seminal essay entitled, “Illness as Metaphor,” and in 
1989, a follow-up essay entitled “AIDS and its Metaphors” (Sontag, 1990). In these 
companion essays, she explored the powerful and pervasive ways in which the 
diseases of tuberculosis, cancer, and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)/acquired 
immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) had seized the public imagination by 
examining the metaphors that were commonly drawn upon to describe and in many 
ways to constitute the experience of having tuberculosis, cancer, and HIV/AIDS. 
Sontag begins her 1978 essay with the remark:  

My point is that illness is not a metaphor, and that the most truthful way of 
regarding illness—and the healthiest way of being ill—is one most purified of, 
most resistant to, metaphoric thinking….It is toward an elucidation of those 
metaphors, and a liberation from them, that I dedicate this inquiry. (pp. 3–4) 

I first read Sontag’s work over ten years ago, and her discussion of metaphor as it 
relates to disease and, by extrapolation, disability has often informed my own 
thinking and analysis around these issues, particularly as it relates to the usage of 
metaphor in autism discourse. However, in exploring autism as metaphor, as I do in 
this chapter, I do not make the claim about autism, as Sontag does about illness, that 
“[autism] is not metaphoric.” Perhaps more significantly, nor would I assert, as 
Sontag does, that (a) it is possible to be “purified of “, “resistant to,” or “liberated 
from” metaphoric thinking, nor that (b) if it were possible to be free of metaphoric 
thinking that it would somehow be more “truthful.” However, in asserting that autism 
is metaphoric, neither do I make the rather disingenuous claim that autism is 
only metaphoric. Indeed, as Danforth (2007) asserts, due to the material realities 
of discrimination and of impairment experienced by disabled people, “there would 
perhaps be no more offensive form of lying than to say that disabilities are 
metaphorical” (p. 8). As with other disability labels, autism obviously is enmeshed 
with particular material and cultural facets of both experience and identity, and many 
autistic citizens routinely experience oppression and discrimination in very material 
ways in their daily lives. However, I take, rather, a more postmodern ontological and 
epistemological turn, echoing Smith’s (1999) assertion that “it’s all metaphor” 
(p. 131), and argue that autism, as is the case with most human concepts and 
constructs, is profoundly metaphoric.  
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Other disability studies scholars have engaged in metaphoric analyses of 
representations of particular disability categories, including Baynton’s (1997) 
exploration of metaphors of deafness, Danforth’s (2007) exploration of metaphoric 
representations of emotional and behavioral disorders, Danforth and Naraian’s 
(2007) exploration of usage of machine metaphors in autism research, Danforth 
and Kim’s (2008) tracing of the metaphors of ADHD, and Zola’s (1985) classic 
examination of metaphoric depictions of disability generally, among others. In his 
analysis of metaphors of deafness, Baynton (1997) asserts that people use 
metaphoric language to describe and to understand things that they have no direct 
experience with, arguing that, for people who are not deaf, metaphoric thinking 
about deafness is perhaps “inevitable” (p. 143). I would depart from Baynton’s 
assertion by arguing that metaphor is not merely a substitute for direct experience, 
but rather is an integral part of making sense of any experience. The issue is not 
that hearing people rely upon metaphor to understand their (indirect) experience of 
deafness, but rather that all people rely upon metaphor to make sense of their own 
experiences, and that when experiences differ, so too will the conceptual metaphors 
drawn upon in making sense of those different experiences. However, Baynton gets 
to the crux of the issue when he argues further,  

The problem is that hearing people are in positions to make, on the basis of 
their metaphors—usually unaware that they are metaphors—decisions with 
profound and lasting effects upon the lives of deaf people….The metaphors 
of deafness—of isolation and foreignness, of animality, of darkness and 
silence—are projections reflecting the needs and standards of the dominant 
culture, not the experiences of most deaf people. (p. 143) 

Indeed he notes that the most dominant and persistent metaphoric images of 
deafness “are images that are consistently rejected by deaf people” (p. 143). Given 
the analogous situation of non-autistic people generally being in positions to make 
(on the basis of their metaphors, which are grounded in their own, non-autistic 
experience) significant decisions about the lives of autistic people (as Baynton 
points out, often without awareness of the metaphoric nature of their thinking), it 
seems pertinent then to explore in this analysis the sources of the variety of 
metaphors that circulate in autism discourse, each often making “truth” claims 
about the nature of autism. Perhaps more importantly, it seems crucial to explore 
the ways in which dominant forms of metaphoric thinking about the construct of 
autism—which are, more often than not, grounded in non-autistic experience—
inform decision-making regarding the lives of autistic people.  

ON METHOD 

The primary conceptual framework undergirding this analysis of metaphor in 
contemporary autism discourse is explicated in Lakoff and Johnson’s (2003) 
Metaphors We Live By. Metaphor is understood primarily as a way of making sense 
of our own experiences in terms of similarities to other concepts; however, a central 
organizing tenet of these authors’ theory of metaphor is not only that metaphor 
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serves as a mechanism for understanding experience, but also that “our experiences 
may be metaphorical in nature” (p. 154). Lakoff and Johnson (2003) argue that 
although  

metaphor is typically viewed as characteristic of language alone, a matter of 
words rather than thought or action,…[w]e have found, on the contrary, that 
metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought 
and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think 
and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature. (p. 3) 

Therefore, our metaphorical understandings and concepts will likely differ from 
culture to culture, and are often reflective of and/or constitutive of differences in 
points of view or experience. Thus, drawing upon this particular conceptual 
understanding of metaphor, the question is not one of establishing the truth or 
authenticity of any singular metaphor as being inherently more objective or truthful 
than another; rather, the question becomes one of understanding the relationships 
between experience and metaphor, and perhaps more crucially, of understanding 
the ways in which particular metaphors become dominant and the ways in which 
those dominant metaphors inform human action.  

Lakoff and Johnson reject objectivist conceptualizations of “truth,” and argue, 
rather, that “truth is always relative to a conceptual system” and that “any human 
conceptual system is mostly metaphorical in nature” (p. 185). They do not argue 
that there are no truths; rather, that “truth is relative to our conceptual system, 
which is grounded in…our experiences” (p. 193). Hearkening back to Sontag’s 
(1990) framing of metaphor as primarily a literary, rhetorical, or poetic device, her 
call for “liberation” from metaphor appears to be grounded in an objectivist ontology 
that presumes a more “truthful” way of regarding illness, somehow outside of not 
only metaphoric language, but metaphoric conceptualization as well. I argue here 
that there is no inherently most “truthful” way of regarding autism; rather, that the 
linguistic metaphors we draw upon in autism discourse are both reflective and 
constitutive of “metaphorical concept[s]” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 6) that are 
derived within the contexts of, and for the purpose of making sense of, our own 
experiences.  

Because the very concepts and constructs that we draw upon in organizing and 
understanding our world and experiences are often metaphoric in nature, it 
becomes imperative that we critically examine these cultural metaphors, because, 
as Lakoff and Johnson (2003) remind us, a particular metaphor “not only gives 
us a very specific way of thinking about [a metaphorical concept] but also a way of 
acting toward it” (p. 34), and that, in an objectivist culture, “the people who get to 
impose their metaphors on the culture get to define what we consider to be true—
absolutely and objectively true” (p. 160). Indeed it is this latter characteristic of 
metaphor—that it not only reflects and constitutes thought but that it also informs 
action—that makes an exploration of the metaphors surrounding particular 
disability identities so crucial. The import in studying metaphor is particularly 
critical when a range of competing metaphoric representations of particular 
constructs are grounded in differences in values, experiences, and perspectives, and 
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when those differences fuel contention and conflict around issues of “appropriate” 
action, as in the case of educational decision-making for disabled students—in this 
case, for students labeled autistic. Lakoff and Johnson further note that in order to 
“explain such conflicts among values (and their metaphors), we must find the 
different priorities given to these values and metaphors by the subculture that uses 
them” (p. 23). Thus, I argue that a critical exploration of cultural metaphors around 
autism, particularly an exploration of the different “subcultures” that use differing 
metaphors may ultimately illuminate the complex dynamics of power/knowledge 
production (Foucault, 1980) in autism discourse and the ways in which those 
dynamics inform educational policy and practice.  

To that end, in addition to Lakoff and Johnson’s conceptual framework on 
metaphor, I draw upon several of Foucault’s theoretical tools in this analysis, 
including the Foucauldian notions of “regimes of truth” and “subjugated 
knowledges” (1980). Foucault’s conceptualization of “truth” is commensurate 
with Lakoff and Johnson’s, in that both reject positivist, objectivist accounts of 
truth as ultimately being beside the point. Lakoff and Johnson assert that “what is 
at issue is not the truth or falsity of a metaphor but the perceptions and inferences 
that follow from it and the actions that are sanctioned by it” (p. 158). Similarly, 
in explicating what he refers to as “‘political economy’ of truth” (1980, p. 131), 
Foucault asserts:  

There is a battle “for truth,” or at least “around truth”—it being understood 
once again that by truth I …mean… “the ensemble of rules according to 
which the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power 
attached to the true,” it being understood also that it’s not a matter of a battle 
“on behalf ” of the truth, but of a battle about the status of truth and the 
economic and political role it plays…. “Truth” is linked in a circular relation 
with systems of power which produce and sustain it, and to effects of power 
which it induces and which extend it. A “regime” of truth. (pp. 132–133) 

Thus, in exploring the “systems of power” which “produce and sustain” truth, the 
Foucauldian task becomes one asking, “what are the rules according to which 
metaphor operates to establish what is true?” and “what are the economic and 
political effects of power attached to the true?”  

In considering why certain metaphoric statements have emerged in the current 
historic and material circumstances, what correlations may exist with other 
metaphoric statements, and what forms of metaphoric statements might be excluded 
in autism discourse, I consider the metaphors of two different “subcultures” 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 23): both those metaphors that emerge as culturally 
“dominant” or as constitutive of a “regime of truth” through the exercise of 
power in concert with particular metaphoric conceptualizations, as well as 
those aspects of metaphoric discourse that Foucault (1980) describes as the 
“reemergence” or “insurrection” of “subjugated” or “disqualified” knowledges 
(pp. 81–82). In the spirit of analyzing the political economy of truth, then, I seek 
to excavate herein not only those metaphors that are most visible in dominant 
contemporary autism discourse, but perhaps more importantly, those that are 



AUTISM AS ENEMY 

243 

subjugated, disqualified, obscured, or excluded, and to thereby explore the complex 
processes by which power circulates in the discursive field of metaphor in the 
“battle for truth.”  

AUTISM AS CULTURAL POLITICS: DISEASE OR NEURODIVERSITY? 

In recent years, the label of “autism” has captured the public imagination in the 
United States in ways similar to our previous “obsessions” with cancer or AIDS 
(Sontag, 1990), or polio or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 
Nadesan (2005) writes that autism has “captured the public imagination as a disorder 
that is regarded simultaneously as both threatening and fascinating” (p. 3). I would 
argue that autism is currently a popular cultural obsession, and that the ways in 
which autism is currently being (re)invented and indeed constituted metaphorically 
beg critical examination and scrutiny. Since 2005, autism has received a good deal 
of popular press, including featured cover stories in popular news magazines such 
as Newsweek, Time, and People, broadcast television and radio documentaries on 
a variety of networks including CNN, NBC, NPR, CBS, and coverage in major 
newspapers such as the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. Indeed, it 
would be difficult to find a popular media venue that has not carried an autism-
related story in the past several years (nor indeed in the past several months or even 
weeks), and much of this media coverage has served to reproduce and proliferate 
the metaphors that I analyze in this chapter.  

Cultural Purposes of Autism Metaphor  

It seems to me that chief among the variety of possible cultural purposes that 
autism metaphors have historically served are (a) to create a commonsensical 
narrative congruence between common understandings of “autism” and contemporary 
notions about its etiology(ies) or cause(s), and, intimately related to this purpose 
though perhaps more importantly, (b) to create a commonsensical narrative 
congruence between common understandings of autism and contemporary notions 
about appropriate responses to or interventions for autism. Indeed, Lakoff and 
Johnson (2003) note:  

Metaphors may create realities for us, especially social realities. A metaphor 
may thus be a guide for future action. Such actions will, of course, fit the 
metaphor. This will, in turn, reinforce the power of the metaphor to make 
experience coherent. In this sense metaphors can be self-fulfilling prophecies. 
(p. 156) 

That is, as Lakoff and Johnson (2003) point out, “we define our reality in terms of 
metaphors and proceed to act on the basis of those metaphors” (p. 158). Thus, 
metaphors can be particularly powerful when they cease to be recognized or 
regarded as metaphoric, and when they come to be regarded as an accurate 
representation of an objective reality.  

However, Fairclough (1989/2001) points out that “experience can be represented 
in terms of any number of metaphors,” and that “different metaphors have different 
ideological attachments” (p. 100). He argues further that “different metaphors 



BRODERICK 

244 

imply different ways of dealing with things” (p. 100). Lakoff and Johnson (2003) 
would seem to concur with Fairclough’s assessment of metaphor, reminding us that 
any given metaphor is “not the only [one] available” (p. 159), and that “people in 
power get to impose their metaphors” (p. 159). Thus, it becomes significant to ask, 
“What are the ideological attachments underlying competing representational 
metaphors in autism discourse?” and perhaps more importantly, “what implications 
do these different metaphoric representations have for ways of acting in relation to 
autism and autistic people?”  

In this chapter I briefly explore two competing metaphoric representations of 
autism (autism as disease and autism as neurodiversity), both of which serve to 
create a commonsensical narrative congruence between understandings of autism 
and contemporary notions about its etiology(ies) or cause(s), but each of which 
departs radically from the other in terms of creating commonsensical narrative 
congruence between understandings of autism and notions about appropriate 
responses to or interventions for autism.1 The dominant metaphoric narrative about 
autism operating in many ways as a Foucauldian “regime of truth” can perhaps 
best described as “autism as disease,” while a significant countercultural narrative 
or “insurrection of subjugated knowledges” (Foucault, 1980, p. 81) about autism 
can best be described as “autism as neurodiversity.” In addition to the culturally 
dominant metaphor of autism as disease, I explore also in this chapter two 
additional metaphors that have recently emerged within the dominant disease 
discourse surrounding autism: (a) autism as abductor and (b) autism as epidemic.  

Despite the fact that autism continues to be a largely behaviorally defined 
syndrome that is typically applied to a wide diversity of behavioral manifestations 
that undoubtedly represent an even wider diversity of etiologies, it can be argued 
that since the late 1960s, autism has come to be broadly regarded as a biologically-
based syndrome. Indeed, Nadesan (2005) remarks, “The medical and scientific 
literatures represent autism as a biological facticity that must be explained using 
the positivist methods and assumptions of the natural sciences” (p. 2). And yet, as 
Nadesan further explicates:  

Although there is a biological aspect to this condition named autism, the 
social factors involved in its identification, representation, interpretation, 
remediation, and performance are the most important factors in the 
determination of what it means to be autistic, for individuals, for families and 
for society. (p. 2) 

The present analysis focuses on the social and cultural facets of popular metaphoric 
representations of autism, which, perhaps even more significantly than any biological 
materialities associated with the label of autism, determine what autism means 
culturally, and which therefore impact the ways in which individuals may 
experience autistic identities.  

The currently dominant cultural metaphor of autism as disease and its most 
visible countermetaphor of autism as a form of neurodiversity both appear to 
function, at least in part, to establish a conceptual congruence, or what Fairclough 
(1989/2001) refers to as discursive “cohesion,” between cultural representations of 
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autism and the dominant thinking that autism has a biological or neurological 
material basis, whether that basis be conceptualized as biological difference or deficit 
(autism as disease) or as biological diversity or variety (autism as neurodiversity). 
This particular discursive cohesion may be compared, for example, with early 
metaphors about autism (such as the child withdrawn into a “shell” or behind  
a “wall”) that appeared to function, at least in part, to establish discursive cohesion 
between the earliest dominant cultural conceptualization of autism as having an 
etiology that was psychogenic in nature (Bettelheim, 1967) (cf., Broderick & 
Ne’eman, 2008; Broderick, 2004) and the cultural representation of autism as such. 
Thus, it makes sense that current metaphors would be consistent with establishing  
a narrative cohesion between common contemporary understandings of autism’s 
etiology as being fundamentally biological in nature and cultural representations of 
autism as such. Despite this common function of both metaphors—autism as disease 
and autism as neurodiversity—to establish a discursive cohesion between cultural 
representations of autism and dominant notions of autism as being a principally 
biological phenomenon, the similarity ends there. Indeed the difference between 
conceptualizing autism as a form of biodiversity vs. as a form of biological disease 
or deficit is stark. It seems significant, though not at all surprising, to note at the 
outset that the bulk of the support for metaphorically framing autism within the 
disease model comes from within the non-autistic (or what people who identify as 
autistic often call the “neurotypical” or “NT”) community, whereas the bulk of the 
support for metaphorically framing autism within the neurodiversity model comes 
from within the autistic community.  

Autism Speaks: Framing Autism as Disesase 

The single most visible and powerful lobbying organization that is currently 
pushing the disease metaphor in autism discourse is an organization that, ironically, 
calls itself “Autism Speaks,” despite the fact that there has until very recently been 
no representation of persons who identify as autistic on Autism Speaks’s board of 
directors or in other influential positions within the organization (Autism Speaks 
very recently announced (March 9, 2010) the appointment of its first autistic 
representative, Mr. John Elder Robison, to its Scientific Advisory and Scientific 
Treatment boards, a move that would appear to be in direct response to repeated 
critique from the autistic community that the organization during its first six years 
included no such representation.) Indeed, the organization’s logo: a single, blue 
puzzle piece with the words, “Autism Speaks” beneath it, and the tag line, “It’s 
time to listen” beneath that, employs several discursive strategies that may be 
understood to constitute a particular regime of truth around autism. For example, 
despite widespread disagreement over the particular nature of autism (apart from 
a very generalized and vague agreement that autism likely encompasses a biological 
basis or bases), and in light of the more common nomenclature of “autism spectrum 
disorders,” a phrase that is intended to include a variety of different experiences 
under the overall umbrella of a “spectrum” of (plural) “disorders,” autism is 
nonetheless represented as a singular subject, and indeed as an anthropomorphized 



BRODERICK 

246 

entity. Whatever autism “is” (and the discursive implication here is that it is one 
thing), it speaks—yet another irony given how many people who have an autism 
label applied to them experience difficulty with verbal expression. The implication 
is that the organization, Autism Speaks, is either representative of or speaks for 
or on behalf of the authoritative entity, autism, and that “it’s time to listen.” The 
imperative tag, “it’s time to listen,” implies that the idealized reader/viewer has not 
been listening up to this point, that the time has come, and that the content of the 
texts that are endorsed with this logo constitute “that which is to be listened to.” 
Thus, among the “ensemble of rules according to which the true and the false are 
separated and specific effects of power attached to the true” (Foucault, 1980, p. 132), 
the logo of Autism Speaks appears to draw upon a rule claiming authorial 
authority—establishing “Autism” as the speaking subject and source of authority, 
one which exercises an imperative authorial voice as that which is to be listened to, 
and by implication, that which is true. This personification of a non-human construct 
(autism) is an example of what Lakoff & Johnson (2003) refer to as an “ontological 
metaphor.” These authors note that viewing a non-human construct as an entity 
enables us to “refer to it, quantify it, identify a particular aspect of it, see it as a cause, 
act with respect to it, and perhaps even believe that we understand it” (p. 26). This 
metaphoric personification of autism will be addressed in greater depth later in the 
chapter in my discussion of the metaphoric representation of autism as abductor.  

Autism Speaks was founded in February of 2005 by Suzanne and Bob Wright, who 
are the grandparents of a child with a label of autism. At the time, Bob Wright was 
chairman of GE and NBC Universal, and in the four years since its inception, Autism 
Speaks has incorporated (literally, corporate-style) two other highly visible autism 
advocacy and lobbying organizations within its own—the National Alliance for 
Autism Research (NAAR) and Cure Autism Now (CAN), creating the world’s largest 
and arguably most influential and powerful autism advocacy organization. Since its 
inception, Autism Speaks has maintained a steady schedule of media and P.R. events 
(see http://www.autismspeaks.org/about_us.php for a partial list) aimed at reaching 
broad audiences of the general public with the self-described goal of “raising 
awareness” about autism. Indeed, according to its own website, in its first year,  

Autism Speaks created a media blitz on behalf of autism awareness…through 
regular appearances in a variety of media venues, including The Apprentice, 
The View, Access Hollywood, The Don Imus Show, The Big Idea with Donny 
Deutsch, and more. Our launch in February 2005 coincided with a weeklong 
series devoted to autism on the NBC News networks, including segments on 
The Today Show, MSNBC, CNBC, and NBC Nightly News with Brian 
Williams. All told, these segments reached 40 million viewers (http://www. 
autismspeaks.org/about_us.php). 

Additional popular media venues pursued by Autism Speaks subsequent to the 
initial “blitz” include Newsweek (a cover story), CNN’s Larry King Live, The Martha 
Stewart Show, Good Morning America, Good Housekeeping, Town & Country, and 
countless others. It seems obvious that a comprehensive discursive analysis of this 
multitude of popular media discursive events is beyond the scope of this chapter; 
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however, I will closely analyze a few samples of texts that I argue are represent-
tative of Autism Speaks’s general usage of metaphor in its advancement of  
a particular regime of truth around autism, and furthermore, of a very particular 
regime of truth around notions of “appropriate” responses to autism, including 
efforts around both intervention and prevention.  

According to the organization’s Mission Statement, “Autism Speaks aims to 
bring the autism community together as one strong voice” and to “work together” 
to “find the missing pieces of the puzzle” (http://www.autismspeaks.org/goals.php). It 
is worth looking elsewhere to see exactly who is explicitly included and implicitly 
excluded from Autism Speaks’s definition of “the autism community.” The use of 
the definite article, “the,” implies that the referent (“autism community”) is a singular, 
unitary community, not one among several. Elsewhere on their website, in a letter 
posted from co-founders Suzanne and Bob Wright, they note that “Christian’s 
[their grandson’s] diagnosis brought us into the autism advocacy community—
parents and relatives of children and adults with autism, scientists and researchers, 
doctors and therapists” (http://www.autismspeaks.org/founders. php). The syntactical 
construction of a series of noun phrases following a dash grammatically constructs 
the list as a definition of the noun preceding the dash (“the autism advocacy 
community”). A couple of glaring omissions in the list of groups defining “the 
autism advocacy community” are noteworthy—first, there is no mention whatsoever 
of teachers or educators, the absence of which may be read as metaphoric 
construction of autism as disease, as something that is therefore more appropriately 
responded to by doctors, scientists, researchers, and therapists than by educators. 
A second, and significantly more egregious, omission from this list is people who 
identify as autistic or who are labeled with autism themselves. Indeed, it is this 
implicitly excluded perspective from the “autism advocacy community” that has 
been the most vocal and visible in its opposition to the organization Autism Speaks 
and to the cultural representation of autism that it produces.  

Suzanne Wright, co-founder of Autism Speaks, was interviewed by Larry King 
on Larry King Live on April 1, 2007, with the ostensible intent of raising “awareness” 
about autism though certainly also the implicit intent of advancing Autism Speak’s 
agenda around intervention and prevention of autism. Below is a portion of the 
transcribed interview:  

Larry King: How do you explain that this [awareness about autism] isn’t 
taught in medical school?  

Suzanne Wright: I don’t explain that. I think it’s absolutely deplorable…in 
the age of the autism epidemic. Polio, in the ‘50s when we were growing up, 
it was one in 3000 and it was a national health crisis. Everyone rallied around 
the fact that we needed to find a cause and a cure. Now we have—1 in 10,000 
was 10 years ago, 1 in 166 was 3 years ago. The CDC numbers2 are now 1 in 
150, 1 in 94 boys will be diagnosed with autism. This is truly a national and 
a global epidemic. (04-01-07) 

King’s question, “How do you explain that this isn’t taught in medical school?” 
squarely positions autism as a medical concern, as a “disease” that is appropriately 
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constructed within the medical model and responded to with medical interventions. 
However, this point is not argued or asserted, but is rather tucked away into  
a subordinate clause, the discursive backgrounding of which serves to position the 
point as taken-for-granted, background information, rather than a point that needs 
be argued, established, or defended. Similarly, Wright’s use of the medical 
terminology “diagnosed with autism” and her direct comparison of autism to 
poliomyelitis (polio) (“a national health crisis”) similarly serve to constitute autism 
as a disease, to say nothing of her alaramist claims that we are currently “in the age 
of the autism epidemic” and that “this is truly a national and a global epidemic.”  

In the wake of Autism Speaks’s founding in February of 2005, their agenda has 
been echoed by a variety of other autism-related organizations nationwide. For 
example, Wendy Fournier, president of the National Autism Association, asserted 
that a study released by the CDC summarizing prevalence data on autism diagnoses 
(see endnote #2) was no surprise to her and other parents of children with autism:  

Autism is a crisis. It’s an epidemic. We’re renewing our call to the CDC to 
declare that autism is a national emergency. If it were anything else, juvenile 
diabetes or blindness, the government would “go nuts” to find the cause (The 
New York Times, Medical News Today, February 11, 2007). 

In this example, we see the metaphor of autism as epidemic (as well as its direct 
comparison to juvenile diabetes) being used to both constitute autism as a disease 
and to clearly establish a sense of urgency in response to these circumstances 
(“autism is a crisis,” “It’s an epidemic,” “autism is a national emergency,” the 
government should [by implication] “‘go nuts’ to find the cause”).  

Disability rights activists and disability studies scholars have long resisted, 
critiqued, and subverted the predominance of a medical, rather than a social, model 
of disability, within which disease metaphors are firmly entrenched. Charlton 
(1998) notes that an ever-growing number of disabled activists “have developed a 
consciousness that transforms the notion and concept of disability from a medical 
condition to a political and social condition” (p. 17). A noteworthy vein of this 
scholarship has been a collective critique of the ideology of “cure” and the ways in 
which it is culturally maintained and performed (including cultural rituals such as 
telethons), and an analysis of its significance in terms of the impact this ideology 
can have on the material lives of disabled people (Charlton, 1998; Fleischer & 
Zames, 2001; Garland-Thompson, 2006; Hershey, 1993; Hockenberry, 1995; 
Longmore, 1997; Russell, 1998). According to Garland-Thompson (2006), “as charity 
campaigns and telethons repeatedly affirm, cure rather than adjustment or acco-
mmodation is the overdetermined cultural response to disability (Longmore, 1997)” 
(p. 264). Further,  

The ideology of cure directed at disabled people focuses on changing bodies 
imagined as abnormal and dysfunctional rather than on exclusionary 
attitudinal, environmental and economic barriers. The emphasis on cure 
reduces the cultural tolerance for human variation and vulnerability by 
locating disability in bodies imagined as flawed rather than social systems in 
need of fixing. (p. 264)  
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This metaphoric emphasis of non-autistic or NT people on framing autism as a 
disease in need of curing not only serves to constitute medical intervention as an 
appropriate and preferred response, but also actually serves to reduce the tolerance 
for human neurological diversity that is the hallmark of the neurodiversity 
metaphor explored below.  

Autistic Self-Advocates: Framing Autism as Neurodiversity 

Smith (1999) asserts that “because the discourse of ability is centered through 
narratives of professionalized, positivist science, counter-narratives are required to 
inhabit marginalized territories” (p. 124). Indeed, according to Foucault (1980), 
there are  

a whole set of knowledges that have been disqualified as inadequate to their 
task or insufficiently elaborated: naïve knowledges, located low down on the 
hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity….it is 
through the re-emergence of these low-ranking knowledges, these unqualified, 
even directly disqualified knowledges…that criticism performs its work. (p. 82) 

If counter-narratives about autism have been “required to inhabit marginalized 
territories;” “disqualified” as “naïve,” “inadequate,” or “insufficiently elaborated,” 
they nevertheless constitute a pivotal mechanism through which “criticism 
performs its work.”  

There is a strong and ever-growing self-advocacy movement among individuals 
who identify as autistic. These individuals and a growing number of self-advocacy 
organizations are successfully challenging the cultural dominance of organizations 
such as Autism Speaks and the metaphors and cultural meanings that such organi-
zations continually assert and impose upon the public imagination and consciousness 
as well as upon individuals who have been labeled with autism or who identify as 
autistic. These organizations include The Autistic Self Advocacy Network (http:// 
www.autisticadvocacy.org), Autism Network International (http://ani.autistics.org), 
the Autism National Committee (AUTCOM) (http://www.autcom.org), The Autism 
Acceptance Project (http://www.taaproject.com/), and Aspies for Freedom (http:// 
www.aspiesforfreedom.com), among others. Collectively, the continuing emergence 
and strengthening of these discourses of self-representation may be regarded as an 
example of Foucault’s “insurrection of subjugated knowledges.” One of the most 
important contributions that this self-advocacy movement has made thus far to 
the cultural and metaphoric war (if I may indulge in a military metaphor of my 
own) currently being waged over the meanings of “autism” is the construct of 
neurodiversity. 

Ari Ne’eman, President of the Autistic Self-Advocacy Network, discusses the 
construct of neurodiversity:  

The essence of neurodiversity, or neurological diversity, is the idea that the 
paradigm of acceptance extended towards racial, religious and other similar 
differences should apply to neurology as well. A relatively new concept, the 
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term originates from conversations held amongst individuals on the autism 
spectrum in various discussion boards, listservs and other areas of community 
interaction in the fledgling autistic community. Groups like Autism Network 
International and, more recently, the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, advocate 
a new conception of neurological difference along a social rather than a  
medical paradigm (http://www.autisticadvocacy.org/uploads/smartsection/19_ 
Neurodiversity_and_the_Autistic_Community.doc). 

Ne’eman discusses what he calls the “rhetoric of disease versus difference” in 
relation to autism, squarely positioning autism within social, cultural, and political 
discourse, and flatly rejecting the dominant discourse’s positioning of autism within 
medical language and practices. The term “neurodiversity” is further explicated on a 
wikipedia page dedicated to the construct: (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neuro 
diversity). There, the construct of neurodiversity is defined as “an idea that asserts 
that atypical (neurodivergent) neurological development is a normal human 
difference that is to be tolerated and respected as any other human difference.” 
Additionally, it is noted that “the concept of neurodiversity is embraced by some 
autistic individuals and people with related conditions, who believe that autism is not 
a disorder, but a part of their identity, so that curing autistic people would be the 
same as destroying their original personalities” (retrieved 01-11-08). The very notion 
of drawing upon a wikipedia page in a scholarly analysis is generally considered 
anathema—the dynamic, fluid, democratic, non-regulated, and populist nature of 
wikipedia epitomizes, in many ways, the very “naïve knowledges, located low down 
on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity” to which 
Foucault (1980, p. 82) refers. Nevertheless, I include it here as a significant venue 
through which these subjugated knowledges (often those of autistic citizens) emerge 
(as Ne’eman cites above), and through which cultural critique is performed.  

A number of non-autistic allies have embraced the metaphor of neurodiversity 
as not only helpful or ethical or beneficial, but ultimately, perhaps, as crucial. Blume 
(1998) asserts that “neurodiversity may be every bit as crucial for the human race 
as biodiversity is for life in general. Who can say what form of wiring will prove 
best at any given moment? Cybernetics and computer culture, for example, may 
favor a somewhat autistic cast of mind” (paragraph 4, retrieved 09/27/08 http://www. 
theatlantic.com/doc/199809u/neurodiversity). Nevertheless, although there is an 
ever-increasing number of non-autistic allies that embrace and advocate for 
understanding autism through the metaphor of neurodiversity, it has been and 
continues to be autistic citizens who have led the “insurrection” of this particular 
form of “subjugated” knowledge in the “battle for truth” about autism.  

Autistic self-advocate Jim Sinclair wrote a seminal piece in 1993 entitled “Don’t 
mourn for us,” based upon a presentation given at the 1993 International Conference 
on Autism in Toronto (aimed primarily at an audience of parents of children 
labeled with autism), and subsequently printed in the Autism Network International 
newsletter, Our Voice. Sinclair writes:  

Autism isn’t something a person has, or a “shell” that a person is trapped 
inside. There’s no normal child hidden behind the autism. Autism is a way of 
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being. It is pervasive; it colors every experience, every sensation, perception, 
thought, emotion, and encounter, every aspect of existence. It is not possible 
to separate the autism from the person—and if it were possible, the person 
you’d have left would not be the same person you started with….Therefore, 
when parents say, I wish my child did not have autism, what they’re really 
saying is, I wish the autistic child I have did not exist, and I had a different 
(non-autistic) child instead….This is what we hear when you mourn over our 
existence. This is what we hear when you pray for a cure. This is what we 
know, when you tell us of your fondest hopes and dreams for us: that your 
greatest wish is that one day we will cease to be, and strangers you can love 
will move in behind our faces (http://web.syr.edu/~jisincla/dontmourn.htm). 

Not only does Sinclair squarely reject several dominant, NT metaphoric represen-
tations of autism, he also identifies, fairly early on, the troubling eugenic undertones 
to the prominent discourse on “curing” autism as disease. Fairclough’s assertion that 
“different metaphors imply different ways of dealing with things” (p. 100) is worth 
reiterating here: the significance of the discursive battle for truth over whether autism 
is metaphorically constituted as disease or as neurodiversity lies in the implications 
the outcome of that battle have in relation to the issue of “dealing with” autism. If 
autism is metaphorically constituted as a form of neurological diversity, then the 
implication is that we “deal with” such diversity as we “deal with” other forms of 
cultural diversity—through educational, political, and economic efforts aimed at 
increasing understanding, acceptance, and tolerance, as well as through activist, civil-
rights-based political efforts to resist both interpersonal and institutionalized 
manifestations of bias and discrimination against people who identify as autistic. If 
autism is metaphorically constituted as a disease, then the implication is that we “deal 
with” this disease as we deal with other diseases—through medical and other 
therapeutic efforts to “cure” people who currently have this particular illness, as well 
as genetic and other biomedical forms of research into finding ways to prevent 
people from “suffering from” this “disease” in future. When one experiences autism 
not as a disease but as a “way of being” as Sinclair describes, the implications of the 
disease metaphor for eugenic eradication of future generations of those like oneself 
are understandably threatening. And while the disease metaphor has been around for 
some time, two relatively recent related metaphors to emerge within disease 
discourse only add to the intensity of that perceived threat.  

EMERGENT METAPHORS: AUTISM AS ABDUCTOR AND AS EPIDEMIC 

In the past several years, concurrent with the ascendancy of Autism Speaks to its 
current position of cultural and political visibility and power in the autism advocacy 
community, the metaphors that have emerged as supplementary to the dominant 
disease metaphor in popular autism discourse have become far more ominous and 
threatening in nature. I turn now to an exploration of what I argue are two of the 
most dominant metaphors to emerge in popular cultural discourse around autism in 
the last several years: (a) autism as abductor and (b) autism as epidemic. I argue 
that, taken together, these twin metaphors serve to metaphorically constitute (a) an 
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enemy (autism) and (b) a sense of urgency. Each of these are necessary elements to 
successfully constitute autism as a cultural threat significant enough to support 
particular approaches and postures toward both intervention (e.g., attempts at 
“recovery” through early intensive behavioral intervention) and prevention (e.g., 
“curing autism” through identification of genetic markers coupled with selective 
abortion), approaches that are themselves dominated by a proliferation of militaristic 
metaphors.  

Autism as Abductor  

On Autism Speaks’s website, there is a quotation on a sidebar that reads, “This 
disease has taken our children away. It’s time to get them back.” (http://www. 
autismspeaks.org/founders.php, retrieved 01/27/08). The quotation is positioned 
beneath photographs of Suzanne and Bob Wright, on a page designated as the 
“founders’ message.” The quote, again, clearly positions autism as a disease, but 
further positions the subject “this disease,” and by implication, “autism,” as an 
active, personified agent, an abductor that has “taken our children.” The usage of 
the first person plural possessive pronoun, “our,” coupled with the plural “children” 
is a discursive device that establishes a shared perspective or common position 
between the authors (the Wrights) and the ideal viewer(s). Rather than asserting 
that “this disease has taken our grandchild away,” they assert rather that “our 
children” have been taken away. Since the Wrights do not have more than one 
child (or grandchild) who experiences autism, the phrase “our children” can refer 
only to the Wrights’ grandchild together with the collective children of the ideal 
viewer/reader, thus establishing a shared subjectivity between the Wrights and their 
audience. It also seems clear that the presumed audience is comprised of NT 
parents and family member of autistic children, rather than being inclusive of 
autistic citizens. The text also clearly draws upon the metaphor of autism as a 
personified abductor that has “taken our children away.” By logical extension of 
this metaphor, the most commonsense response is metaphoric (or literal?) retrieval 
or recovery: “It’s time to get them back.”  

A particularly vivid illustration of the current pervasiveness of this metaphor of 
abduction is the recent “Ransom Notes” public awareness campaign sponsored by 
New York University’s Child Study Center. Scuttled on December 20th, 2007, 
fewer than three weeks after its launch in response to intense public outcry, the 
goals of the campaign, according to Harold S. Koplewicz, M.D., Founder and 
Director, NYU Child Study Center, ostensibly included “grab[bing] people’s 
attention,” “start[ing] a national dialogue,” and serving as a “wake up call” to what 
they have called the “silent public health epidemic” of childhood psychiatric 
disorders (http://www.aboutourkids.org/about_us/public_awareness). The campaign 
included advertisements addressing the labels of ADHD, autism, Asperger’s 
syndrome, bulimia, depression, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. Again, autism 
and its sister label of Asperger syndrome are discursively constructed not only as 
“disorders,” but more specifically as diseases, held forth as examples of a “silent 
public health epidemic.” According to John Osborn, President and CEO of BBDO 
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New York (the organization that produced the Ransom Notes campaign pro bono, 
as well as that produced pro bono a series of public service announcements for 
Autism Speaks’s and the Ad Council), “Left untreated, these illnesses can hold 
children hostage. That’s why we’ve chosen to deliver our message in the form of a 
ransom note” (http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/90756.php). Each ad is 
in the form of a ransom note, signed by the disorder with the tag line, “Don’t let 
a psychiatric disorder take your child.” The ransom note for autism read: “We have 
your son. We will make sure he will no longer be able to care for himself or 
interact socially as long as he lives. This is only the beginning….Autism.” The 
ransom note for Asperger’s syndrome read: “We have your son. We are destroying 
his ability for social interaction and driving him into a life of complete isolation. 
It’s up to you now….Asperger’s Syndrome” (http://www.aboutourkids.org).  

The usage of the metaphor of autism as abductor begs the question of who is being 
abducted, stolen, or taken, and from whom. With autism thus constituted as the 
metaphoric enemy—the alien abductor who has taken “your child,” “your son,” it 
seems clear that the intended audience is NT parents. The implicit subtext of this 
metaphoric constitution is that autism is abducting your [normal] child, your [normal] 
son, the child you believed or expected yourself to have prior to the labeling of your 
child as autistic. In addressing parents of autistic children, Sinclair (1993) incisively 
engages NT parents in a discussion of their “grief over a fantasized normal child”:  

Much of the grieving parents do is over the non-occurrence of the expected 
relationship with an expected normal child. This grief is very real…but it 
has nothing to do with autism….You didn’t lose a child to autism. You lost 
a child because the child you waited for never came into existence (http:// 
web.syr.edu/%7Ejisincla/dontmourn.htm). 

It is the fear of the threat of experiencing this very real grief over the perceived loss of 
an expected “normal” child that the Ransom Notes campaign and other metaphoric 
images of autism as abductor so powerfully evoke in non-autistic parents.  

Just as Sinclair asserts that the grief many NT parents experience upon having a 
child labeled autistic is not actually about autism, but rather is grief over the loss of 
an expected “normal” child, an autistic blogger, in response to NYU’s Child Study 
Center’s recent Ransom Notes campaign, asserts that the identity of the metaphoric 
“abductor” is not autism at all:  

To the person(s) responsible for creating the grossly offensive “Ransom 
Notes” advertising campaign: Because it’s so obvious that you did not consult 
with any autistic people or other neurological minority groups before trotting 
out that odious medieval stolen-child changeling nonsense, I’m going to take 
this opportunity to educate you on the actual views held by many people in 
the autistic community today.  
 

Many of us do indeed feel as if we’re being held for ransom, but you’ve got the 
identity of the perpetrators all wrong. To find a clue, you might want to take a 
good look in a mirror. We—that is, America’s autistic citizens and our 
families—have had our lives hijacked in recent years by a greedy profiteering 
agenda that has deliberately and viciously stigmatized autistic people as broken, 
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less than human, our souls stolen from us, and similar bigoted garbage, all for 
the purpose of making money by selling therapies. As a result, we now face 
prejudice and discrimination every day, in all aspects of our lives (http:// 
autisticbfh.blogspot.com/search/label/Ransom%20Notes, retrieved 12-20-07). 

Conceptualized within an organizing metaphor of autism as disease, bolstered by 
the twin metaphors of autism as abductor and as epidemic, there seems to be little 
narrative or conceptual space for consideration of questions such as prejudice, 
bigotry, and discrimination; yet this is the very space that autistic citizens and their 
allies continue to work to carve out through their promotion of the metaphoric 
conceptualization of autism as neurodiversity, in the ongoing insurrection of 
subjugated knowledges.  

In November of 2006, Alison Tepper Singer noted on an interview broadcast on 
NPR: “If one in 150 children in this country were being kidnapped, it would be 
a national crisis, a national emergency, and that’s exactly what’s happening with 
our children, they’re being stolen away from us” (paraphrase, 11-27-06). This 
quote illustrates the metaphoric nature of Singer’s claim that aims to constitute 
“autism as abductor,” by utilizing what is clearly an analogy—”if one in 150 
children in this country were being kidnapped”—although she asserts in the latter 
portion of her claim that it is actually not an analogy or a metaphor at all—”that’s 
exactly what’s happening.” This particular statement also illustrates the ways in 
which the metaphor of autism as abductor serves to constitute both an enemy 
(autism) as well as a strong sense of urgency regarding action or response (just as 
the metaphor of epidemic does, which will be illustrated below). Having thus 
rhetorically established this “if “ (“if one in 150 children in this country were being 
kidnapped, it would be a national crisis, a national emergency”) as a fairly 
reasonable commonsense assertion, she follows with the claim that “that’s exactly 
what’s happening with our children, they’re being stolen away from us,” with the 
“therefore” of the metaphoric analogy left implicit for the reader to infer: therefore, 
since “our children” are also being abducted, this is a national crisis, a national 
emergency as well. The metaphor of child abduction taps into a powerful enough 
cultural fear to establish a clear sense of urgency in and of itself; this sense of 
urgency is heightened by an allusion to the “epidemic” metaphor through the 
citation of the numbers “one in 150 children in this country.” In addition to the 
constitution of a clear and definable enemy (the disease autism), this sense of 
urgency is also necessary to rhetorically establish in order to garner widespread 
cultural and economic support for the war-like interventions (both “treatment” and 
“prevention”) that must be waged against the enemy abductor known as autism.  

Autism as Epidemic 

Gernsbacher, Dawson and Goldsmith (2005) squarely challenge the predominance 
and the validity of the metaphor of an autism “epidemic” in their article, “Three 
reasons not to believe in an autism epidemic”:  

If you have learned anything about autism lately from the popular media, you 
most likely have learned—erroneously—that there is “a mysterious upsurge” 
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in the prevalence of autism (New York Times, October 20, 20002, Section 4, 
p. 10), creating a “baffling…outbreak” (CBSnews.com, October 18, 2002), in 
which new cases are “exploding in number” (Time, May 6, 2002, p. 48), and 
“no one knows why” (USA Today, May 17, 2004, p. 8D)….However, no 
sound scientific evidence indicates that the increase in number of diagnosed 
cases of autism arises from anything other than intentionally broadened 
diagnostic criteria, coupled with deliberately greater public awareness and 
conscientiously improved case finding. (p. 55) 

Indeed, a recently published study suggests that “clusters” of autism diagnoses 
analysed in California are most closely correlated with levels of parental education 
(with parents with high levels of education being more likely to have a child 
identified as autistic), as well as with geographic proximity to specialized autism 
treatment centers, an analysis that does not lend support to the “epidemic” 
metaphor (Van Meter, Christiansen, Delwiche, Azari, Carpenter, Herz-Picciotto, 
2010). Nevertheless, the metaphor of an autism “epidemic” continues to be a 
dominant trope drawn upon in popular autism discourse. Having positioned autism 
squarely within a disease model in dominant popular discourse, the metaphor of 
“epidemic” seems on its face a perfectly reasonable extension of the disease 
metaphor. If autism is indeed a “disease,” and if its prevalence is indeed 
increasing at the rate that Autism Speaks suggests, then it stands to reason that 
such phenomena might reasonably be constructed as “epidemic.” It may be 
argued that much of current discourse around autism, most particularly that 
coming from within the organization Autism Speaks, does not metaphorically 
constitute autism as an epidemic; rather, it flatly asserts as objective fact this 
particular truth claim. Several quotes already discussed flatly make this assertion. 
For example, Suzanne Wright refers to “the age of the autism epidemic,” and 
asserts that “this is truly a national and a global epidemic.” Wendy Fournier 
asserts that “Autism is a crisis. It’s an epidemic,” and Harold Koplewicz asserts 
that autism and Asperger syndrome, among other labels, constitute a “silent 
public health epidemic.” An additional quote from Singer illustrates this 
assertion that autism is an epidemic, and directly links it with a militaristic posture 
toward response or intervention:  

Families are demanding answers, we are demanding action. It’s time that the 
federal government recognized that autism is an epidemic. Ten years ago, 1 in 
10,000 children were diagnosed, now 1 in 166 children are diagnosed. We 
need the Congress to declare war on autism.” (11-27-06) 

This particular interview from which this quote is drawn was aired in the weeks 
prior to the passage of the Combating Autism Act3, which Autism Speaks played 
a particularly visible and vocal role in lobbying for and which President Bush 
signed into law on December 19, 2006.  

This metaphoric constitution of autism as epidemic disease also brings with it 
a proliferation of militaristic metaphors that are associated with disease discourses. 
It is these militaristic disease metaphors that Sontag (1990) explored in such vivid 
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detail, and that have recently seeped into common dominant conceptualizations of 
autism as well:  

Disease is seen as an invasion of alien organisms, to which the body responds 
by its own military operations, such as the mobilizing of immunological 
“defenses,” and medicine is “aggressive,” as in the language of most chemo-
therapies…. Disease is regularly described as invading the society, and efforts 
to reduce mortality from a given disease are called a fight, a struggle, a war. 
(pp. 97–98) 

Thus, in extrapolating from Sontag’s analysis and applying it to the current one, 
autism is metaphorically constituted as an invasion by a diseased alien entity, to 
which parents or society must respond by engagement in militaristic intervention 
operations. This intervention is conceptualized as “aggressive.” Autism is also 
described as having invaded the society (“a national emergency,” a “national and 
global epidemic,” a “global health crisis,”) and efforts to reduce occurrences of 
autism are called a fight, a struggle, a war. A notable difference is that Sontag was 
talking of diseases that are (or were) generally considered to be lethal (as people 
are now living with cancer and HIV/AIDS in ways that they did not 20 years ago, 
and such diseases are now be considered by many to be chronic rather than 
terminal). Autism, however, is a lifelong neurological makeup that generally does 
not affect mortality in any way. Yet it is interesting to note that within Autism 
Speaks’s public discourse, autism is rarely associated with or compared to Down 
syndrome, cerebral palsy, or other lifelong developmental disabilities; rather, it is 
being compared to illnesses and diseases that have at least some potential to shorten 
one’s life, such as cancer, polio, or juvenile diabetes. In drawing persistently upon 
these disease metaphors, particularly the comparisons drawn to potentially lethal 
illnesses, living life as an autistic person is often metaphorically constituted by 
Autism Speaks as being a fate as bad as, if not worse than, death.  

Sontag notes, “Where once it was the physician who aged bellum contra 
morbum, the war against disease, now it’s the whole society” (p. 98). She continues:  

Indeed, the transformation of war-making into an occasion for mass ideological 
mobilization has made the notion of war useful as a metaphor for all sorts of 
ameliorative campaigns whose goals are cast as the defeat of an “enemy.”…. 
The metaphor implements the way particularly dreaded diseases are 
envisaged as an alien “other,” as enemies are in modern war; and the move 
from the demonization of the illness to the attribution of fault to the patient is 
an inevitable one, no matter if patients are thought of as victims….Military 
metaphors contribute to the stigmatizing of certain illnesses and, by 
extension, of those who are ill. (pp. 98–99) 

If a proliferation of military metaphors can be said to contribute to the cultural 
stigmatization of autism and, by extension, of autistic citizens, and if, as Sontag 
noted in her discussion of the metaphoric representation of cancer, “the disease 
itself is conceived as the enemy on which society wages war” (p. 66), then where 
does this metaphoric “war” leave autistic individuals? If the ideological mobilization 
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against autism metaphorically constitutes autism as the enemy abductor, the epidemic 
illness to be defeated, how does the proliferation of such metaphors culturally 
position autistic individuals?  

IMPLICATIONS FOR “INTERVENTION” AND “PREVENTION” 

Within this particular metaphoric landscape, policy initiatives such as the Combating 
Autism Act conceptualize efforts at both intervention and prevention as weapons to 
be wielded against the enemy, autism. Additionally, the act provides funding for 
what Autism Speaks describes as “a multi-front war on autism.” I will discuss the 
former “front” (intervention) first; the latter (etiology) will be addressed in the next 
section of the paper.  

First Front: Intervention—on Militaristic Recovery Operations 

Spatial metaphors abound in popular cultural discourse around autism, but 
intervention metaphors now commonly involve the traversing of space in militaristic 
operations of “rescue,” “recovery,” or “siege.” To be sure, Park (1967) draws upon 
the metaphor of “storming the walls” of her daughter’s autism in her seminal text, 
The Siege, but I argue that this metaphoric notion of a militaristic siege and 
recovery operation is far more culturally entrenched today than it was four decades 
ago. Metaphors of intervention often rely upon spatial images of retrieval, 
repossession, or recovery. I have argued elsewhere (Broderick, 2004, 2009) that 
what is so fervently sought to be retrieved, repossessed, or recovered is the status 
of “normalcy” that had previously been accorded the young child with the label of 
autism prior to his or her labeling. Indeed, I argue that:  

The notion of recovery to normalcy may be perceived to be particularly 
appealing and quite commonsensical when applied to young children 
labeled with autism, many of whom may have already enjoyed the status 
accorded to “normal” children, and for whom the emergence of particular 
actions and characteristics resulted in the subsequent acquisition of a label 
of autism and a status of disability, of abnormality. Thus, given that many 
children are not labeled with autism until they are 2, or 3, or even 4 years of 
age, the notion of recovery to normalcy in young children in many ways 
may resonate with the common experience of many parents that their child 
used to “be normal” and now somehow, suddenly, was not (Broderick, 
2004, p. 164). 

Because autism is constituted as the enemy abductor, retrieval, repossession, or 
recovery (ostensibly of the child, but I argue elsewhere [Broderick, 2004, 2009], 
of the child’s previous status of normalcy) becomes the object of militaristic 
engagement. As Sontag points out in her analysis of the predominance of 
militaristic metaphors surrounding cancer, “With the patient’s [child’s] body [self] 
considered to be under attack (“invasion”), the only treatment is counterattack” 
(Sontag, 1990, p. 64).  
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Militaristic metaphors are by no means a new or recent phenomenon in autism 
discourse, as is illustrated by the use of militaristic metaphors in one parent’s 
autobiographical account of her own two children labeled with autism. Catherine 
Maurice (1993) in Let me Hear Your Voice describes her family’s experience in 
this way:  

My whole family had come through a war. We had been battered and torn, 
shattered over and over again, rocked and racked by a continuous onslaught 
of this enemy called autism.” (pp. 265–266) 

Maurice echoes Park’s (1967) metaphor of “the siege,” and the ways in which the 
meaning of that metaphor resonated with her own experience, as well as the ways 
in which her own experience departed from those meanings. I quote a passage from 
Maurice’s (1993) text at length, as it is an organizing metaphor that is woven 
throughout her description:  

From the beginning, my idea of a ‘siege’ meant something more forceful and 
invasive than the kind of respectful, patient, waiting portrayed in that scene. 
Nevertheless, it was in Mrs. Park’s book that I first found the germinal 
concept for my part in the battle. As I read on that night, two concepts fairly 
burst into my consciousness: the notion of Anne-Marie as being ‘walled in,’ 
and the idea of assaulting those ramparts…Beseiging Anne-Marie, not so 
much in the sense of waiting and wooing, beguiling and beckoning, but in the 
far more violent sense of storming the walls….I did not learn how to wait; 
I learned how to stalk and hunt, how to overpower….The violence of the 
imagery—the battering, the bending, the burning, the overthrowing, the final 
ravishing—was frightening. But no more so to me than was autism….I had 
felt from the beginning that something was ‘taking over’ my daughter, and 
that if she herself could know about and speak about what was happening to 
her she would cry out for rescue. There was a part of her that was still a lost 
and frightened baby girl, and if I had to batter her down, bend, break, and 
ravish her autistic self in order to get to that Anne-Marie spirit, I would do 
so….She will be dragged, kicking and screaming, into the human condition.” 
(pp. 80–81) 

Thus, we see the ways in which Park’s notion of a militaristic “siege” resonates 
with Maurice’s experience in that she conceptualized Anne-Marie as being spatially 
“walled in,” but that her notion of siege is a more violent one, conceptualized as 
a “battle” involving “storming the walls,” “stalk[ing],” “hunt[ing],” and “over-
power[ing];” “battering,” “bending,” “burning,” “overthrowing,” and “ravishing.” 
Indeed, Maurice explains that “it was because I had been charged up by the idea of 
an assault that I was able to even consider this behavior modification” (p. 89). 
Thus, this conceptualization of intervention (in this case, early, intensive, behavior 
modification) as an assault, predicated upon the metaphoric constitution of autism 
as enemy abductor and bolstered by the sense of urgency that such a threat 
necessarily embodies was integral to Maurice’s decision to pursue this particular 
avenue of intervention, an avenue that, by implication, she may perhaps not have 
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chosen but for being so “charged up” by the power of the metaphor of her “part in 
the battle” with the enemy autism.  

The early intervention program to which Maurice refers is grounded in what she 
describes as “behavior modification” or applied behavior analysis (ABA). Singer 
similarly draws upon militaristic metaphors in her reference to this particular 
intervention methodology in her NPR interview:  

Early intervention is the best weapon that we have against autism. Studies 
show that 50% of children who are diagnosed with autism, who are in a good 
early intervention program before they’re three, and who remain in that 
program for two years, 50% of those children gain enough skills to be able to 
be mainstreamed for kindergarten (On Point, November 26, 2006). 

The studies to which Singer refers, and upon which Maurice made decisions to 
pursue ABA-based intervention programs with her children, are grounded in the 
operant behaviorist work of O. Ivar Lovaas (1987), work that Lovaas himself 
elsewhere (1977) describes as “trying to build individuals starting with a Tabula 
rasa” (p. 1). Early intervention programs grounded in an ABA approach are widely 
recommended as “scientifically proven” by both advocacy and governmental 
organizations such as Autism Speaks (http://www.autismspeaks.org/whattodo/what_ 
is_aba.php), the U.S. Surgeon General (http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/mental 
health/chapter3/sec6.html#autism), and New York State’s Department of Health 
(http://www.health.state.ny.us/community/infants_children/early_intervention/autism/ 
ch4_pt2.htm). However, critique of these claims has been made on the basis of 
whether the available evidence meets criteria for empirical claims of “scientific 
proof ” (Gernsbacher, 2003) of “recovery” (Gresham & MacMillan, 1997), as well as 
on the basis of whether the claims of “recovery” may be more powerful rhetorically 
and discursively than empirically and operationally (Broderick, 2004, 2009).  

Maurice (1993) describes her initial distaste at the thought of using an ABA 
approach with her daughter:  

On the face of it, the idea was nothing short of appalling to us….Already, 
I didn’t like behavior modification, and I had yet to go through Anne-Marie’s 
first sessions. Nevertheless, if someone was recovering kids with behavior 
modification, we had better look into it seriously. (p. 63) 

Maurice thus describes the idea of using ABA with her child initially as “nothing 
short of appalling,” and yet, she persisted, “charged up by the idea of an assault” 
and bolstered by the claim that “someone was recovering kids with behavior 
modification.” Perhaps most disturbing about Maurice’s account of the militaristic 
siege she launched against the enemy autism in an attempt to “recover” her 
daughter is the contention that “she will be dragged, kicking and screaming, into 
the human condition” (p. 81). The implicit connotation of this assertion is that 
a child labeled with autism exists somehow outside of the human condition, that 
the metaphoric cultural space she refers to traversing in order to “recover” her is 
not merely the distance between “non-autistic” and “autistic,” nor even “normal” 
and “abnormal,” but rather may be the space between “human” and “inhuman.” 
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Sontag points out that “the most terrifying illnesses are those perceived not 
just as lethal but as dehumanizing, literally so” (Sontag, 1990, p. 126). In dominant 
cultural metaphors, autism is often conceptualized as somehow being outside of, 
or foreign to, “the human condition.” Indeed, the very personhood of individuals 
who are labeled or who identify as autistic is often called into question. Maurice, 
for example, writes: “There is something about autism that to me gave meaning 
to the phrase ‘death in life.’ Autism is an impossible condition of being there and 
not being there; a person without a self; a life without a soul” (p. 57). Another 
parent of a child labeled with autism, Martin Kotler (1994) writes that the 
symptoms of autism “strip the severely afflicted individual of the very core of 
what it is to be a person…” (p. 353). He goes on to claim that unless a very 
particular intervention is implemented (ABA), “these children not only will be 
excluded from school, but also will be excluded from the essence of human 
experience” (p. 353).  

Smith (1999) points out that “this process of dehumanization, used by dominant 
cultures toward many minority groupings, allows for acceptance of their persecution 
(Sibley, 1995)” (p. 123). We thus see this subtext of the denial of autistic persons’ 
humanity in dominant autism discourse on the first “front” of Autism Speaks’ 
“multi-front war on autism”—intervention. It is also a critical subtext in the other 
“front” of their war on autism: research into etiology and “cure.”  

Second Front: Prevention—on Eugenic Eradication Operations 

Although Autism Speaks does devote a considerable amount of its resources to 
issues related to “treatment” for children labeled with autism and their families 
(though very little for autistic adults), it also devotes a considerable amount to 
efforts to prevent and to cure autism (as disease). Indeed, in a January, 2008 article 
published in Parade magazine, Suzanne Wright, co-founded of Autism Speaks, 
states “We’re now playing catch-up as we try to stem the tide and ultimately 
eradicate autism for the sake of future generations. If we continue our current 
trajectory, we’ll get there in my lifetime” (http://www.parade.com/articles/editions/ 
2008/edition_01-27-2008/Autism_Changes_Everything, as cited in “Whose Planet 
Is It Anyway?” weblog, http://autisticbfh.blogspot.com/2008/01/bigotry-on-parade. 
html). In May of 2005, former March of Dimes Senior Vice President Mark 
Roithmayr was appointed President of Autism Speaks by the Wrights, and he stated,  

If I have learned anything, it is that with a clear need, desperate urgency and 
the strength of volunteers and committed supporters, we can change history. 
The March of Dimes did it with polio and Autism Speaks can do it for autism 
(http://www.autismspeaks.org/press/roithmayr_appointed.php).  

He thus points to the cultural import of establishing a “clear need” and “desperate 
urgency” in launching a successful cultural campaign aimed at curing or 
“eradicating” autism. In the press release of Roithmayr’s appointment posted on 
the Autism Speaks website, the organization is characterized as “a not-for-profit, 
501(c)3 organization devoted to educating the public about autism, facilitating and 
funding research, motivating private and governmental resources, and, ultimately 
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to find a cure for autism” (http://www.autismspeaks.org/press/roithmayr_appointed. 
php). Thus, “ultimately,” the goal of Autism Speaks is described alternately as to 
“cure” or to “eradicate” autism. Just as there are currently relatively few new cases 
of people contracting the polio virus (though there are certainly many people 
currently living post-polio), so too, it seems that the future vision of Autism Speaks 
is a world where very few people will experience autism. Alternately put, in 
another video that Autism Speaks produced, the video ends with the claim that 
“Autism Speaks wants a world where autism is a word in the history books” (http:// 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xwq3LtPWm5k&feature=user).  

Not surprisingly, the adult autistic community has not embraced this future vision 
of a world where people like themselves will no longer exist. Unlike polio, which—
once understood as the infectious viral disease that it is—was addressed through a 
relatively straightforward vaccination campaign, there will be no such straight-
forward means of preventing autism, a much more complex and varied constellation 
of neurological conditions that are known to involve both genetic and environmental 
factors in their manifestation. It seems much more likely that the genetic research that 
is fueled by the fundraising efforts of Autism Speaks as well as federal funds 
appropriated through the Combating Autism Act will be used to produce a prenatal 
test to detect one or more genetic markers associated with autism. Since there are no 
known prenatal medical complications associated with autism that could potentially 
be addressed through either in-utero or immediately postnatal care (as is the case, for 
example, with Down syndrome, when associated heart defects must sometimes be 
surgically corrected in order to ensure the infant’s survival), the only possible use for 
a prenatal test would be to identify in-utero fetuses that are likely to develop into 
autistic children in order that parents may selectively abort if they so choose.4 The 
adult autistic community and many of their allies reads this agenda as a thinly (if at 
all) veiled eugenic agenda aimed at eradicating others like themselves from the future 
of the human genome (see, for example, “Autistics Speak about Autism Speaks,” 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v= qwdlof0kctw&NR=1).  

As I wrote an early draft of this manuscript, a news story of disturbingly ironic 
relevance popped onto my screen: In Pekin, Illinois, Karen McCarron was being 
tried for the 2006 murder of her 3-year-old daughter, Katie, who had a label of 
autism. Prosecutors describe McCarron as being “obsessed with curing her daughter’s 
autism” and assert that McCarron had both “suggested institutionalizing her and 
putting her up for adoption before she suffocated with her a plastic bag and then 
went out for ice cream” (Sampier, 01-08-08). Paul McCarron, Katie’s father, testified 
(January 8, 2008) that Katie’s autism was “not severe,” but that his wife was “very 
consumed with Katie’s condition,” believing that “autism was something to be 
fixed” (Sampier, 01-08-08).  

Coincidentally, McCarron smothered her daughter just days after the public 
release of Autism Speaks’ film, Autism Every Day, in which Autism Speaks executive 
vice president Alison Tepper Singer is quoted as saying, “I remember that was 
a scary moment for me when I realized I had sat in the car for about 15 minutes 
and actually contemplated putting Jody [her autistic daughter] in the car and 
driving off the George Washington Bridge.” To be fair, Singer makes this remark 
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in the context of criticizing inadequate educational options for her daughter, and 
describes this horrific possibility as being “preferable” to having to place her 
daughter in what she considers to be grossly inadequate public school classrooms. 
Nevertheless, in the film, Singer contemplates killing her own child within earshot 
of her autistic daughter, Jody, but ultimately dismisses this act primarily because of 
her responsibilities to her other, non-autistic daughter, Lauren.  

Apart from coincidence of timing, to my knowledge, these two matricidal 
examples—one merely contemplated, one horrifyingly and irrevocably carried 
out— have no direct relationship to one another. Yet, they are not unrelated as 
cultural phenomena. As Reynolds (2006) points out in his discussion of Karen 
McCarron’s trial and the media’s coverage of it:  

As has happened in other cases where children with disabilities were killed 
by their parents, many news articles and weblogs commenting on Katie’s 
death have emphasized that raising a child with autism brings with it unique 
challenges that can be difficult for parents to deal with. Some have 
suggested that McCarron may have been overly stressed because she did 
not have the supports she needed to deal with her daughter’s autism 
(paragraph 8). 

Indeed, this is a common theme to emerge when children with disabilities are 
killed by their parents, and of course ensuring that families have adequate supports 
to meet their family members’ needs is absolutely crucial. Nevertheless, there is a 
danger in focusing in media reports and broader public discourse on families’ lack 
of pragmatic, social, and cultural supports. In Katie McCarron’s case, for example, 
Katie had been living for nearly two years with her father and paternal 
grandparents in North Carolina, and had been with her mother in Illinois for only 
ten days prior to being murdered by her mother. Katie’s paternal grandfather, 
Michael McCarron asserts that:  

This was not about autism. This was not about a lack of support….I am 
positively revolted when I read quotes that would imply any degree of under-
standing or hint at condoning the taking of my granddaughter’s life. (Reynolds, 
2006, paragraphs 1 and 10; http://www.inclusiondaily.com/archives/06/05/ 
24/052406ilmccarron.htm). 

Referring to media coverage of and by disability advocacy groups when horrific 
events such as these occur, the disability rights organization Not Dead Yet 
suggests:  

These groups might also ask, what will be accomplished by saying that 
murderous feelings toward disabled children are common? Will this increase 
the acceptance of children with disabilities in our schools and neighborhoods? 
Or will the public conclude that kids that horrible are better locked up? What 
is the end result when parents say feelings of murder or desperation are “the 
norm?” How will it affect the small percentage of parents struggling with the 
despair? Will it give them strength or help them leap off the abyss? 
(http://www.notdeadyet.org/docs/callforrestraintPR0606.html, paragraph #16, 
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June 22, 2006, Disability Advocates Call for Restraint and Responsibility in 
Murder Coverage). 

Baker (2002), Campbell (2000) and others offer useful discussions on what are 
often referred to as the “new” eugenics. Whereas the “old” eugenics of the early 
20th century consisted of systematic, government-sponsored efforts at both exter-
mination of culturally devalued people (e.g., in the Nazi T4 program) and 
reproductive control through forced sterilizations, Campbell (2000), as cited in 
Baker (2002) suggests that the new eugenics are  

more covert and insidious and that what they have in common is that at root 
they concern ontological matters, “largely unexamined and unspoken precon-
ceptions about who should and should not inherit the world.” (p. 674) 

In his discussion of the technologies and aims of the Human Genome Project, 
Wilson (2006) suggests that  

Unfortunately, many of the new technologies associated with genomics—
such as genetic tests and genetic screening—raise the specter of an old social 
agenda that is still very much a part of medical science’s professional and 
public discourse: eugenics. (p. 71) 

Similarly, Garland-Thompson (2006) notes that  

Genetic testing and applications of the Human Genome Project as the key to 
expunging disability are often critiqued as enactments of eugenic ideology, 
what the feminist biologist Evelyn Fox Keller calls a “eugenics of normalcy” 
(1992). (p. 265) 

These disability studies scholars writing about issues of genetic testing, selective 
abortion, and disability are careful not to conflate the technologies, science, and 
industry of genetic testing with an inherently eugenic agenda. Rather, as Garland-
Thompson points out, “The practices of genetic and prenatal testing…become 
potentially eugenic practices within the context of a culture deeply intolerant of 
disability” (p. 265; emphasis added). Indeed, the discussion of this new eugenics is 
a nuanced one, and one that is not tied exclusively to genetic or reproductive 
technologies. Baker (2002) suggests that 

As Campbell notes, the new eugenics, if not effective in preventing certain 
kinds of conceptions, turns its attention to “perfecting technologies” that are 
at base indebted to a perhaps well-intended but nonetheless controlling logic 
of ableism that hopes to turn everyone into the one kind of being at least at 
some level. (p. 675) 

Within this framework of the new eugenics and its variety of normalizing 
technologies, we can understand the ways in which both of Autism Speaks’s 
“fronts” on the war on autism (attempts at “recovery” through early intensive 
behavioral intervention technologies and the pursuit of genetic markers for autism 
to be used as potential screening instruments for selective abortion) have the 
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potential to become eugenic practices within the context of a cultural constitution 
of autism as an epidemic disease, as an abductor, and as an enemy deserving of 
“eradication.”  

Wilson (2006) reminds us the study of the human genome has enormous 
potential for advancing our understanding of human diversity, and indeed, “to 
remember that genetics is variation, and that variation is not only healthy but 
essential for the survival of a species” (p. 73). He further posits that  

If genomics, both the science and the industry, were to more effectively 
emphasize the normality of variation, the fact that human variation is a 
continuous spectrum, then surely there would be a better understanding and 
acceptance of disability. In turn, this acceptance could result in a commitment 
to accommodation rather than erasure. (p. 73) 

Despite this potential, he argues that thus far the Human Genome Project has 
“pathologized disability and created the genetic Other” (p. 73). As the subjugated 
metaphor of autism as neurodiversity illustrates, there is tremendous value in 
seeking to understand human neurodiversity in order better to understand, 
accommodate for, and cease to discriminate on the basis of that diversity. The 
cultural struggle between metaphorically representing autism as a disease to be 
eradicated or as a form of neurodiversity to be better understood, valued, and 
celebrated is currently being waged through cultural narrative and counter-
narrative, through metaphor and counter-metaphor, images and counter-images—
on television, in newspapers, on YouTube, through weblogs and listservs, through 
popular cultural “media blitzes.” And the stakes are high.  

CONCLUSION 

In critically examining autism as cultural politics, then, we can understand 
metaphor to be a powerful cultural Foucauldian practice that “systematically 
form[s] the objects of which [it] speak[s]” ( Foucault, 1972, p. 48). If this be the 
case, then the metaphoric cultural constitution of autism as an invading enemy 
abductor, as an epidemic disease to be eradicated may very well systematically 
form a not-too-distant future wherein autistic people may be as uncommon as 
people with Down syndrome are becoming (92% of pregnancies where the fetus is 
identified with Down syndrome are currently aborted [Karr, 2008]). Indeed, one 
autistic blogger cogently points to the eugenic potential of not just genetic attempts 
at cure or eradication, but also of ostensibly educational or therapeutic interventions 
that are grounded in a relentless pursuit of normalcy when he asks: “How many 
autists have already been robbed of their personhood through therapies designed to 
teach normalcy. It is genocide already” (http://journalofanautist.blogspot.com/2009_ 
05_01_archive.html; emphasis in original).  

With the personified metaphorical construct of autism positioned as the clear 
enemy within this conceptual system, there is neither explicit engagement with nor 
acknowledgement of the existence of autistic citizens as active agents. As Lakoff 
and Johnson note, “In allowing us to focus on one aspect of a concept… 
a metaphorical concept can keep us from focusing on other aspects of the concept 
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that are inconsistent with that metaphor” (p. 10). The notion of autistic citizens 
who do not wish to be cured or recovered, who do not conceptualize themselves as 
having been abducted, who do not consider themselves to be ill or diseased, and 
who do not wish to see potential future others like themselves eradicated from the 
human genome are inconsistent with the dominant cultural metaphorical 
conceptualizations of autism analyzed within this chapter.  

Hearkening back to Baynton (1997) and Sinclair (1993), it seems clear that the 
current discursive regime of truth and its dominant metaphors surrounding autism 
(disease, enemy, abductor, epidemic) are not generally grounded in the experiences 
of autistic individuals. Rather, they are grounded in the experiences of non-autistic 
individuals, reflecting the needs, values, and standards of “normate” (Thomson, 
1997, p. 8) culture, and promulgated by non-autistic people who are in positions of 
considerable power to make decisions about the lives of autistic citizens, and 
indeed about the very existence of future potential autistic citizens. It also seems 
evident that among their many acts of discursive and political insurrection and 
resistance to being constitued as abducted or diseased individuals in need of 
recovery or cure, autistic self-advocates have provided a powerful metaphoric and 
discursive tool—the countermetaphor of autism as neurodiversity—that implies 
and demands that substantially different courses of action be taken. Indeed, Lakoff 
and Johnson (2003) posit that “new metaphors” (p. 157) have the power to create 
new meanings and therefore to “define a new reality” (p. 211). The issue is not 
which metaphoric conceptualization represents the “truth” about autism. It is, 
rather, about exploring and exposing the ways in which particular metaphoric 
conceptualizations of autism exert cultural and political power—of representation 
and decision-making—in the political economy of truth. It is about understanding 
the ways in which particular ableist cultural narratives about normalcy/abnormalcy 
become successfully culturally naturalized as “the truth” about autism, thus 
obscuring the fundamentally ideological nature of the relationship between 
metaphor and action. And, since culturally dominant metaphors are not the only 
metaphors available, the question then becomes what is the potential for newly 
emergent metaphors—such as autism as neurodiversity—to perform the work not 
only of cultural critique, but also of transformative political imagining? And 
perhaps the metaphoric constitution of autism as a form of neurological diversity 
that has inherent value may yet constitute a future wherein discrimination against 
autistic citizens is mitigated, their educational needs are met, and wherein the 
relentless pursuit of the “eugenics of normalcy” (Keller, 1992) do not preclude 
their continued participation in and contributions to life on this planet.  

NOTES 
1 For a more thorough consideration of the metaphoric representations of autism as disease vs. autism 

within neurodiversity, please see Broderick and Ne’eman, 2008. 
2 On February 8, 2007, the Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC) issued a press release 

reporting on findings from “the first and largest summary of prevalence data from multiple U.S. 
communities participating in an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) surveillance project. The results 
showed an average of 6.7 children out of 1,000 had an ASD in the six communities assessed in 
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2000, and an average of 6.6 children out of 1,000 having an ASD in the 14 communities included in 
the 2002 study….The average finding of 6.6 and 6.7 per 1,000 eight-year-olds translates to 
approximately one in 150 children in these communities. This is consistent with the upper end of 
prevalence estimates from previously published ….The CDC studies provide information on the 
occurrence of ASDs in fourteen communities in the United States…. ‘Our estimates are becoming 
better and more consistent, though we can’t yet tell if there is a true increase in ASDs or if the 
changes are the result of our better studies,’ said CDC Director Dr. Julie Gerberding….’It’s 
important to note that these studies don’t provide a national estimate, but that they do confirm that 
ASDs in the areas surveyed are more common in these communities studied than previously 
thought,’ said Yeargin-Allsopp” (http://www.cdc.gov/media/pressrel/2007/r070208.htm). It is these 
prevalence numbers in fourteen U.S. states that have been widely cited as the basis for the claim that 
autism prevalence is increasing at “epidemic” proportions. For a cogent critique of the claim that 
autism constitutes an “epidemic,” please see Gernsbacher, Dawson, & Goldsmith (2005), Three 
reasons not to believe in an autism epidemic. 

3  The Combating Autism Act of 2006, P.L. 109-416, was introduced in the Senate by Senators Rick 
Santorum (R-PA) and Christopher Dodd (D-CT) and unanimously passed the upper chamber in 
August of 2006. The act authorized and provided funding for: the Centers for Disease Control to 
conduct epidemiological surveillance of the prevalence of autism spectrum disorders, the establishment 
of an Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee to coordinate all efforts concerning autism 
within the Department of Health and Human Services, public informational and educational efforts 
at screening and early identification of autism spectrum disorders, the provision of “evidence-based” 
interventions for autism spectrum disorders, and research into the etiology of autism spectrum 
disorders (a key revision to the initial Senate bill that was made in the House and approved in the 
Senate before being signed into law was the elimination of funding for research into environmental 
causes of autism spectrum disorders).  

4  This is not to oversimplify and imply that prenatal tests for Down syndrome do not have eugenic 
implications of their own. Although there are certainly many cases in which prenatal tests for Down 
syndrome are used for planning and providing either prenatal or immediately postnatal medical 
intervention to ensure the health of the infant, these tests are perhaps more frequently used to inform 
parents’ decisions surrounding selective abortion of fetuses that are likely to develop into babies 
with Down syndrome.  
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