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Introduction

When I first became interested in the series The Expanse, four seasons had already been produced, so I had that distinctly modern pleasure of binge-watching. In this science fiction drama set a few hundred years in the future, humans have colonized Mars, the asteroid belt, and some of the moons of the outer planets. The main characters of the series comprise of a mix of “Earthers,” “Martians,” and “Belters,” thrown together as the only survivors of an attacked space freighter. One character, the Earther Amos Burton, stood out to me. His background is ambiguous, but immediately from the pilot episode his affinity for weapons, a distant disposition, and his comfort in killing anytime that it arises as a practical plan of action became clear to me. In episode two, the ship’s captain asks Amos if he and the ship’s engineer, Naomi, are in a relationship. Amos, in an emotionless deadpan, threatens to remove the captain’s helmet in the vacuum of space but holds back because “Naomi wouldn’t like it.” He then casually asks the captain for a wrench and goes back to work (Franck, Abraham, and Fergus 2015b).

At first glance this appeared to be the development of a stock character, the typical cold-hearted military disposition commonly displayed in at least one character in most books or films of this genre. But there seemed to be more to Amos’s emotionless affect, particularly his reliance on Naomi to serve as an ethical guide. In episode four, as they are held prisoner on a ship under attack and all fear death, Amos awkwardly thanks Naomi for helping him. He calls her a “good person” but he cannot make eye contact (Franck, Abraham, and Fergus 2015a). As the series progressed, I noticed that Amos was consistently socially awkward, emotionally stilted, and blunt in his interactions with others. Eventually I became curious enough to Google “The Expanse Amos Autistic” and found a good deal of online speculation. Given Amos’s willingness (even eagerness) to kill without remorse when it meets the team’s objectives, debate often focused on whether he is on the autism spectrum or sociopathic. While debates such as this can treacherously promote the misconception that people on the spectrum are dangerous, violent, and emotionless, I also found the speculation somewhat heartening. The possibility that Amos falls on the spectrum while avoiding common Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) stereotypes—he is not a savant, nor a child or a victim, he does not have an intense interest in train schedules—suggests that representation of people on the spectrum might contain nuance and depth.1

Detractors of this approach certainly abound. Nathanielle Crawford, who identifies as being diagnosed with Asperger’s at age 14, answers a Quora.com thread “Why do people think Amos in the TV show The Expanse has autism?” by noting “Because in all cases like this . . . the audience is only remembering the two symptoms they know and assuming that if they see smoke, there’s fire.” He offers examples from many other programs to make the point that viewers often jump to conclusions without much evidence and that Amos’s backstory of abuse better explains his behavior. (Crawford 2020). I do agree with this final point (a novella, The Churn, in the book series on which The Expanse is based, details the physical and emotional abuse Amos faced during his childhood in Baltimore. See Corey 2014), and eventually abandoned reading his character as autistic. Nevertheless, I believe that careful consideration of certain characters not directly identified with ASD actually helps to overcome the stereotypes of autism and helps to situate autism, not as a defining characteristic, but rather as one facet of a complex and rich individual.

Characters not explicitly labeled as autistic are often said to be “coded” as falling on the spectrum, and just as in real life, they fall upon a wide spectrum. Some portrayals are more blatant than others. The writers and producers of The Big Bang Theory, for example, refuse to confirm Sheldon Cooper’s diagnosis, but it appears clear to most viewers and commentators that they have Asperger’s and/or Obsessive Compulsive Disorder in mind when they write his material.2 Similarly Christopher Boone, the narrator of Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time is never labeled and Oskar Schell of Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is not labeled in the novel, though the film adaptation does allude to Asperger’s. As will be argued later in this book, coded representations are often well-intentioned and present characters in a positive light, but can never-the-less be problematic. In contrast to the strongly coded examples just mentioned, The Expanse’s Amos Burton or perhaps Tina Belcher of the animated series Bob’s Burgers are harder to pin down and spur greater diversity of responses in their online speculation. Tina is a teenaged girl who is socially awkward, expresses an intense interest in horses, and makes a moaning sound that could resemble autistic stimming when under stress. The show directly toys with Tina’s diagnosis. In the pilot episode the family debates why Tina has trouble interacting with customers in the family restaurant. Tina’s brother, Gene, spoofs a scene from Rain Man by dropping toothpicks on the floor and asking Tina to report the number. When she cannot, her sister Louise declares, “you’re the worst kind of autistic” (Bouchard, Dauterive, and Jacobson, “Human Flesh” 2011). While irreverent, a scene like this underscores the stereotypes of autism. It implies that people only understand the disorder in light of popular representations such as the 1988 film Rain Man, which for many people constituted their first exposure to ASD, and expect all people on the spectrum to possess savant skills. Further, Bob insists that his daughter does not have autism, drawing attention to the widespread fear of such labeling, representing the typical parent in denial of diagnosis.

Spurring less online debate than popular television programs, some scholars have offered examinations of literary characters, often ones created decades before Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger began to study and categorize autism in the 1940s. Surely Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, Mr. Darcy of Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, or the titular character of Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener” could not have been intentionally penned as having autism or any similar diagnosable disorder; more likely they were intended to be “eccentric.” But it is quite feasible that inspiration for these characters came from individuals the authors encountered in a world that had not yet come to have a label for such behavior. But that lack of a label means these characters were created to be more than a diagnosis, more than a collection of diagnostic traits. Examining characters like Amos or Tina, Sherlock or Darcy, in my mind, opens up representation of the spectrum. It allows audiences to imagine ASD in ways beyond the most stereotypical. I believe that such coded or speculative cases of autism are most valuable because they allow the diagnosis to be just one aspect of the character’s personality, not the primary focus. When a character is not presented from the outset as “the autistic character” we begin to see a human first, with a rich history and internal life that just happens to include Autism Spectrum Disorder, thereby increasing the subjectivity of such characters.

A note on the language used in this book; I have chosen to use identity-first language as opposed to person-first language; that is, I write “autistic person” or simply “autistic” rather than “person with autism.” Though debate on this issue persists, much of the autism community prefers identity-first usage. The argument for person-first language posits that it valorizes the individual’s humanity, as opposed to being recognized primarily as autistic, thus avoiding any stigma. Identity-first advocates counter that such references do carry a stigma. “Person with autism” suggests that the person can be separated from autism, that the autism is a defect or problem attached to the person and not who they truly are (Brown 2011). Further, couching the disability at the end of a clause suggests something shameful; no one would take offense at hearing “You’re left-handed,” while “You are a person with left-handedness” sounds quite awkward. Many other communities use identifying terms as primary signifiers of who they are; one can be gay, Jewish, African-American, or Muslim without shame (Brown 2011). Why should autism be any different?

In actuality, “spectrum” may not be the most fitting or precise term to use when discussing ASD. Is his article “Autism Fiction: A Mirror of an Internet Decade?,” philosopher Ian Hacking proposes that we envision an autism “manifold.” “Since ordinary spectra are linear,” he argues, “this jargon misleadingly suggests a single dimension from severe to high-functioning” (Hacking, 2010, 635). The definition of a manifold, on the other hand, points toward diverse and varied features and forms, with many dimensions, thus more appropriately capturing the complexity of autism. Such a shift in terminology may be welcomed by some in the autism community. In an article that criticizes the portrayal of autism on television, Alison Singer, president of the Autism Science Foundation, bemoans the wide application of the diagnosis “autism spectrum disorder” as it “is a disservice to individuals on both ends of the spectrum, and to those in the middle” (A. Singer 2017). Media portrayals of what some would call “high-functioning” individuals give the impression that the disorder is not severe or a serious impairment, thus potentially hindering the availability of services to those who truly need them. Alternately, depictions of severe cases lead people to believe that autism entails tantrums, limited social skills, and an inability to function independently; consequently those autistics without significant impairments are scrutinized and doubted because they do not “look disabled” (A. Singer 2017). Barry Prizant altogether dismisses the use of the terms “high-functioning” and “low-functioning,” arguing that they are inaccurate and not helpful. Is a child who can complete puzzles or other tasks well above their grade level, but not able to speak high- or low-functioning? (Prizant 2015, 220). Similarly, some researchers find these terms, in addition to phrases such as “autism as a puzzle” or “special needs” to be examples of “ableist” language, “language which assumes disabled people are inferior to nondisabled people” (Bottema-Beutel, Kapp, Lester, Sasson, and Hand, 2021, 18). Kristen Bottema-Beutel and her colleagues suggest instead using language that describes the specific strengths or needs of each individual. In this spirit, I will refrain from using terms such as “high-functioning” or “low-functioning” in this book except in instances in which I am quoting or paraphrasing others who use this terminology.

Broad generalizations of what autism entails push some people to hide their diagnoses, even from friends and colleagues. Research shows that many autistics “mask” or hide their diagnosis due to “the perception that society is autism-phobic and perceives autism as a significant disability,” though developing a positive sense of the disability as part of one’s identity correlates with lower rates of anxiety and depression (Smith and Jones 2020). In a Wrong Planet article, Quinn Koeneman describes slowly developing trust in his friendships to the point where he could come out as autistic. His friends’ reactions: “That’s so strange that you feel the need to hide that part of yourself . . . Autism is sort of the ‘it’ syndrome right now,” and “I don’t mean to say a disorder can be fashionable, but . . . it’s like, the cute syndrome” (Koeneman 2016). Koeneman feels that his public persona is at the mercy of popular media representations of autism and he uses his article to survey several well-known characters. He finds the treatment of Max Braverman in television’s Parenthood to be “honest and fair” though the storylines always focus around his diagnosis and it is difficult to see him as a real person. Abed Nadir from Community is “portrayed with competence and humanity” according to Koeneman, while Sheldon Cooper of The Big Bang Theory is “a parody” that makes him cringe. The point that Koeneman wishes to
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