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Introduction

Autism + environment = outcome. Or, more precisely in the context of this book, you as the autistic adult plus the environment in which you find yourself will lead to specific outcomes for you. If all of the components that the environment is made up of that have the potential to influence you are aligned within your autism lens, then the outcome should be positive – in other words, ‘it works’. This is what the book is all about – how the environment, and all which that entails, can align with your unique autism lens in order to best increase the chances of those outcomes being positive. Without actually knowing you, this is a somewhat impossible task; however, I have a belief in my concept of Autopia – Autistic Utopia – in which as much is done as possible, in a generic autism-friendly sense, to set the scene for you to add your own flavouring. I aim to outline the cake, I’ll leave it to you to provide the icing. I use that metaphor with delight – when I first started reading about autism (note – I deliberately use the term ‘read’ rather than ‘learn’ – I’m not sure that I learned anything very useful back then) I was informed that autistic people don’t understand metaphor (along with irony, sarcasm, jokes – the list went on). I’m glad to note that these myths have (I hope, anyway) been debunked – so, a small step towards Autopia, a land in which folk no longer believe that autistic adults are incapable of understanding metaphor!


The Concept of Autopia

Autopia – currently a mythical land of the future – is Autistic Utopia, my imaginary future where all things are autism-friendly and you no longer have to live in a state of fear. I’m not suggesting that you do live in a state of fear – but far too many autistic adults live in a state of feeling unsafe and/or fearful, ‘simply’ by living in an environment that doesn’t fully take autism into appropriate account. That being noted, there must be so much that can be done in order to move towards Autopia; so, this book is filled with various examples of how things might look when Autopia has been realized. Some of the ideas might already be in place, some might seem overly fanciful or extreme – but they are all included so that practitioners, professionals, society in general have something to work towards. The range of ways in which Autopia is portrayed in this book is wide – from exemplars of communication through to the inner thoughts of individuals, from conversations through to wording of policy – but everything is written in a way that can be utilized by real people to effect real change – that, at least, is my fervent hope.



Why Does Autopia Need to Exist?

Simply, because we (society) are failing autistic adults (we are also failing autistic children – but that’s a different book). The shocking statistics make for deeply disturbing reading. Mortality rates, suicide, extreme difficulties with mental health – these three elements within the adult autistic population are so statistically alarming that it amazes me on a daily basis that they are not front page news. I won’t go into these statistics here for fear of putting you off altogether, or triggering you – they are relatively easy to find so it’s clearly not some hard-kept secret – again, prompting the question as to why the world doesn’t appear to be sitting up and taking serious notice of just how badly we are letting you down. Suffice to note, there is a lot yet to be done – but it is absolutely achievable.

Since I wrote this introduction, I have written the rest of the book. And in doing so I seem to have written enough for two books, not just one. There is much (I hope) within this one to take us a step closer to Autopia, but there was also so much left that an additional book, Are the Adjustments Reasonable?, will be written with more ideas about how the concept of reasonable adjustments can impact the lives of autistic people. That book will provide more around societal changes that could take place.

This book, then, focuses on just three chapters. The first chapter is all about my equation, one that I think should be embedded in all autism-related practice and conceptualization: autism + environment = outcome. I can’t recall the very first time I came up with the equation, but it was a long time ago – and to try to do it justice I have expanded on it considerably in the first chapter. The second chapter delves more deeply into the concept of autism itself, specifically in relation to the diagnostic criteria, which at the time of writing stem from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition (DSM-5, 2013). I am aware that the criteria will continue to change – but the sentiments expressed in Chapter 2 will, I suspect, be relevant for many years to come. In fact, it is my fervent hope that chapters such as Chapter 2 will at some point in the future become completely irrelevant. You’ll see what I mean when you read it. Chapter 3 continues the theme that directly or indirectly steered the whole narrative – that of autistic safety. It is a disgrace that so many autistic people feel unsafe so much of the time. If this book goes any way towards reducing those feelings of being unsafe for any of you, then I regard it as a success.



Terms

You – autistic adult. Too many books are written about you, not to you. You are the central figure, you are the important one.

I – me, the author – whose views come from a range of sources, almost all of them as a direct result of lived autistic experiences, shared with me by hundreds of individuals over the years. I am not an expert, I have never described myself as an expert, and I am of the opinion that anyone who thinks they are an autism expert is, by thinking that, clearly not. You can be an expert in your autistic self, your autistic children, your school. You might be an expert in understanding autism and intersectionality, or an expert in autism and sociality. There are numerous areas you might be an expert in. But I don’t think anyone can be an autism expert per se. Every autistic person, if you let them, will add to your knowledge. And you are unlikely to be exposed to so many autistic people that you could ever begin to claim expertise. However, having some level of autism knowledge as developed by learning from the autistic population is different from claiming expertise. I was in the right places at the right times; thank you to everyone who has helped me gain any semblance of autism knowledge – this book would not be written if it weren’t for you.

We – society in general. I am not finger pointing! Society as a general concept may well not include some of you reading this book; well, we are all part of society, but that doesn’t mean that if I suggest that, for example, ‘society has a woeful understanding of autism knowledge’ then it means that all readers have a woeful understanding of autism knowledge. I am referring to most people in general – not specific persons, so please don’t take offence.
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