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Imagining Autism is an important book, one that should be required reading for both for 
disability studies specialists and literary and/or cultural studies scholars at large.  Loftis’s 
aim is to “illuminat[e] the space between the stereotypes and the search for autistic 
identity” (2) so that this project, “as the first book on autism and literature,” will . . .  
encourage an increased understanding and acceptance of neurological difference” (3).  
Her Introduction superbly sets up what is at stake and why the task is so difficult.  Even 
as the book is far from perfect, Sonya Loftis delivers a significant work of impressive 
scope, reading US and British classics alongside contemporary bestsellers, as well as 
analyzing recent films/television shows and current events.   
 
Among the most important aspects of Loftis’s study is this grounding of several textual 
analyses in the cultural landscapes within which we experience them. Particularly 
powerful is her relating the contemporary media bias that sympathizes with, even 
excuses, autistic filicide to John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men via the criteria for capital 
punishment installed by the Texas Court of Criminal appeals.  As Loftis aptly observes, 
exposing such connections reminds us of the “powerful impact that fictional 
representations of disability can have on the actual perceptions of cognitively disabled 
subjectivity” (62). She does an even better job at exposing the extent to which these 
fictional representations themselves are primarily reflections of popular stereotypes 
rather than of autistic/disabled reality. 
 
Of likely interest to ALH readers are the two long chapters, one on Steinbeck’s novella 
and Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon, and another on Harper Lee’s To Kill a 
Mockingbird, Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie, and William Faulkner’s The Sound 
and the Fury. Both represent Loftis at her best.  The former exposes how readers 
uncritically accept Lennie Small’s killing as a justifiable euthanasia that would be 
unthinkable if his character were anything but cognitively disabled (69). She further 
uncovers how readers understand Charlie Gordon to be “metaphorically dying” when 
his “’cure’ fails to render him neurotypical” (78).  Both texts, in their representation of the 
autistic victim and their reflection of “a cultural connection between autism and death,” 
reveal a persistent “lack of value placed on autistic personhood” (62). 
 
In the latter case, Loftis suggests not only how the “secret, ineffable ‘family tragedy’” of 
the Radleys plays into “the depiction of autism as a personal tragedy that destroys 
families” (89).  Furthermore, the novel’s efforts “to understand and to foster empathy for 
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its autistic character also fall far short of real acceptance”—as disappointing as “Atticus’s 
ineffectual defense of Tom Robinson” (91). Then, drawing haunting parallels between 
Laura Wingfield and Williams’s lobotomized sister Rose, Loftis convincingly argues both 
that “the final trajectory of the plot blames her (and autism) for her family’s 
degeneration” and that this disability is presented as “the most socially unacceptable 
form of difference,” far more so than Laura’s limp (100).  Similarly, in Faulkner’s 
masterpiece, Benjy’s “full-blown autistic meltdown” in the final scene encourages readers 
to see it “as a symbol of the Compson family’s social destruction,” despite the other 
characters’ failure to “recognize his attempts to communicate because they are not willing 
to ‘listen’” (106). Loftis posits all three works as versions of an autistic gothic mode which 
highlights “the autistic struggle to communicate” and “themes of isolation in relation to 
cognitive disability” (107). 
 
As someone who has taught four of these five texts, I know that most students miss how 
laden these narratives are with implications for our understanding of disability. Students 
have not engaged with these stories from anything resembling a disability studies 
perspective. Yet when they are exposed to such approaches, it can transform their 
readings of other texts in other courses going forward.  The same often holds true for 
scholars, but as the relative dearth of disability studies programs may indicate, not 
enough academics have made the same effort to investigate, much less immerse 
themselves in, this crucial and provocative interdisciplinary area—certainly nowhere 
near the same extent many have embraced other identity-related fields with which it 
shares so much productive intersectionality.  We need books like Imagining Autism to 
convince more readers why such exploration is essential. 
  
Still, this is not a book without notable flaws, which readers unfamiliar with disability 
studies may miss. In the chapter persuasively reading Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes 
as the prototype of the autistic detective figure, tracing his legacy through Sherlock, Bones, 
and Criminal Minds, Loftis cogently acknowledges how fraught it is to diagnose a literary 
character: “such informal diagnosis may lead people to think that the experience of being 
autistic can be reduced to a list of criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders.” Indeed, “it might be more accurate not to say that Holmes is autistic but rather 
that Watson perceives him as autistic” (25). 
 
Unfortunately, Loftis herself not only frequently engages in just such armchair diagnoses 
to justify her readings, but she does so with recourse to the very DSM criteria she 
otherwise criticizes. Even as she makes a strong case for a character’s autistic tendencies, 
she resorts, disappointingly, to de facto labeling, rather than to phrasing that emphasizes 
how reading a given character as perceivably autistic allows for new insights. The many 
instances of her unqualified use of an explicit autism label for characters who do not have 
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a diagnosis or at least self-identify as autistic are even more suspect when others have 
argued for competing cases (Benjy, as Down) or when the writer explicitly provides a 
different diagnosis (Charlie, phenylketonuria). Especially troubling are her weaker 
stretches like her George Bernard Shaw chapter (where she seems to require any eccentric 
genius or social outsider be placed on the spectrum) and the Jonathan Safran Foer section 
(where she diagnoses Oskar Schell, his father, and grandfather based on “common 
stereotypes” [117]).   
 
Nor does Loftis take sufficient care to avoid problematically conflating autism with 
mental illness. She is well informed, as her discussion of the ongoing disagreements over 
preferred terminology regarding autism indicates (6).  Her decision to sometimes refer to 
autism as a “mental disability” or a “mental disorder” risks some readers uncritically 
associating autism with mental illness rather than neurological difference.  She should 
clearly distinguish between the use of “mental” as more generally relating to faculties of 
the brain (i.e., cognitive or neurological) and the use of “mental” as more particularly 
relating to disorders of the mind (i.e., psychiatric or psychological). At times, Loftis blurs 
these lines, such as when (in arguing Laura’s autism is more taboo than her limp) she 
observes that “Laura can say ‘I’m crippled,’ but she could never say ‘I’m crazy’” before 
referring to “autistic Laura” (100).  Some autistics do also face mental health issues (with 
or without a separate diagnosis), but conflating the two only contributes to the 
misunderstanding of both.   
 
This offense is most egregious in the generally problematic discussion of Swedish 
novelist Stieg Larsson. Loftis herself claims the Millennium Trilogy “question[s] the 
subjective nature of diagnosis and highlight[s] mental disability as a social construct” 
(138).  Yet even as she acknowledges that Larsson provides no “definitive label for 
Lisbeth’s cognitive difference” (and that others see her as schizophrenic, narcissistic, and 
sociopathic), Loftis claims there is nonetheless an “implicit diagnosis” of autism (131).  
Instead of, praising how Dr. Teleborian rules out an Asperger’s diagnosis “on the basis 
of her violent behavior” (131), Loftis insists on labeling Lisbeth as autistic throughout. 
She slips into interchangeably using “autistic heroine” and “mental disorder” in the same 
sentence (130), and muddies matters further by arguing “Lisbeth’s autistic silence” 
critiques “the mental healthcare system” (135).  Loftis’s final point is salient: “in order for 
the court to recognize injustice as injustice, it must see a neurotypical victim” [150]). Still, 
iterating how Giannini’s argument that Lisbeth is “sane” leads to the ruling that she does 
not require “any psychiatric care or evaluation” not merely “undiagnoses” (149) Lisbeth, 
but it does so while conflating autism with mental illness.  That some of the characters, 
and many readers, do see Lisbeth as autistic justifies exploring the implications of this 
association, but without a self-identifying or diagnosed character, one needs to focus on 
perceptions rather than manifestations of autism. 
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Imagining Autism consistently raises important questions about both the literary 
representations themselves and what they suggest about attitudes toward neurological 
difference over the last 125 years, particularly how these attitudes connect to our times.  
Plus, one cannot understate the importance of Loftis’s identification as autistic herself.  
The percentage of persons with disabilities in higher education relative to that of the 
general population is shameful. The many inclusion initiatives undertaken at universities 
are long overdue, but more institutions need to ensure disability is included as a 
fundamental component of such initiatives, especially hiring.  Ours is a moment when 
autism particularly holds an increasingly important place in all of our lives. We need 
more autistic voices teaching and writing about autism. So it is especially exciting to 
encounter such wonderful work by someone like Loftis, work that may help popularize 
other crucial autistic voices like those of Tito Rajarshi Mukhopadhyay and the 
contributors to the Loud Hands Anthology, to which Loftis makes such welcome reference. 
 


