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FUTURE TRAJECTORIES

• 1990s to now: 172% increase in autism diagnoses 

• More diagnoses         More representations 

• What is the impact of these representations? 
• There are more representations of individuals with autism in 

the media, but the majority of these representations highlight 
savant skills. 

• Only approximately 10% of all individuals with autism 
demonstrate the savant skills that are showcased in popular 
culture. 

• As a consequence, social understandings of autism are 
clouded by “a considerable proliferation of autism stereotypes”  
(Draaisma, 1476).

METHOD

• Jean Kilbourne 
• Kilbourne pioneered research into the role of media in 

influencing the mental health of women and young girls. 
• “Girls exposed to sexualized images from a young age are 

more prone to eating disorders, depression, and low self 
esteem” (Kilbourne, “the dangerous ways ads see women”). 

• Susan Sontag 
• Metaphors surrounding illnesses behave as “trappings” that 

deform the perception of a particular illness.

Research Question: what are current literary representations 
of individuals with autism, and to what extent do they work 
to challenge persistent autism stereotypes? 

  

• I conducted a discourse analysis of House Rules (2010) by 
Jodi Picoult and The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night-Time (2004) by Mark Haddon in order to determine 
to what extent these works dismantle or disseminatee 
prominent autism stereotypes. 

• Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and its Metaphors (2002) by 
Susan Sontag 
• Primary framework 
• Sontag’s theory focuses on the impact of rhetoric 

surrounding physical illnesses; I extend her theory 
beyond the scopes of her work and apply them to 
representations of autism. 

• History of Madness (1961) by Michael Foucault 
• Historical foundation 
• Foucault explains that abnormal individuals who did 

not express a clear social function were physically 
confined in prisons and asylums. My research utilizes 
Foucault’s theoretical frameworks surrounding 
madness in order to understand the nature behind 
contemporary representations of autism.

• Parallelism between Sherlock Holmes and 
protagonists with autism in The Curious Incident of 
the Dog in the Night-Time and House Rules 

• The echoes of the Holmes tradition result in 
contrasting effects: 
• Christopher fails to solve ”the curious incident,” 

challenging the stereotypes associated with the 
crime-solving savant tradition  

• Jacob’s affinity to Sherlock goes unchallenged         
= stereotypes perpetuated 

• Both works aim to educate population  
• The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time 

shatters stereotypes 
• House Rules challenges stereotypes through novel 

content, but perpetuates them through novel form

• Autism is rhetorical in nature 
— it is “a way of being in the 
world through language” — 
and therefore our studies 
should be rhetorical as well 
(Heilker and Yergeau, 2011). 

• Rhetoric can perpetuate or 
challenge harmful stereotypes

Questions to consider in future research: 

• How do literary representations of autism impact 
the mental health of individuals with autism? 

• How do representations of autism and gender 
intersect in literature? 

• Adaptations – how do different media forms portray 
individuals with autism?

Sherlock Holmes: 
A longstanding 
tradition of 
celebrating the 
quirky genius 
stereotype

IMPLICATIONS


