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During World War II, an Austrian physician named Hans Asperger studied children who showed a common denominator of symptoms such as impaired social skills, high intellectual promise, obsessive interests in a few passions and overall detachment from society. Unfortunately, the work he did on the condition he termed “autistic psychopathy” was lost amidst the war and never earned wide recognition during his lifetime. It was only in the 1990s, when postmodern concerns of isolation, psychological disability, communication and the dangers of authority collided headfirst with the Internet age and a rebellious youth culture, that Asperger’s crucial discovery—now deemed an autism spectrum disorder that afflicts 1 per 150 individuals—came into the limelight. Today, Asperger Syndrome (AS) has become not only an idée fixe in science, education and psychology; it has also become a cultural trope that is rapidly gaining the attention of mainstream literature, television and Hollywood. Yet, the true nature of AS remains broadly misunderstood and essentially contested. Is it fact or fiction? What exactly are its indicators? What are its implications for history, society, progress and evolution? More specifically, within the scope of literature and cinema, can AS serve as a metaphor for a wider crisis faced by the rest of humanity, and if so, how?

This seminar will focus on a series of texts—predominantly literary and filmic, but also touching upon philosophy, economics, politics and the memoir—written by and/or focusing on men and women of various eras and backgrounds who are widely speculated to have (had) AS. As we read these works, we will focus on the implications that the AS-like characteristics of their creators and/or protagonists hold for the works as wholes and link these implications to the neurobiological and psychological indicators of the condition that have only come to light in the past decade. Using that evidence as a foundation, we will examine the following questions: How is the paradoxical fight between social isolation and the natural need for attention and affection negotiated? What do AS and its quintessential symptoms give to and take away from each work and/or its characters, and how do these gifts and confiscations inform our reading? How does each work utilize AS a metaphor for persecution of the individual, the innate mystery of authority and government, and the need to retaliate against societal norms, particularly in a politically and economically despotic environment? To what extent does the AS individual carry the risk of misunderstanding and accusations of amorality and libel from the non-autistic society? How is AS integrally linked to the concerns of postmodernism and the Internet age? In what way do the authors of the studied works try to move the interpretation of AS away from pathology and towards a condition of the human experience that is integral to literature? What potential does AS hold for the future, and how could contemporary approaches to it affect the cultural collective image of it, for better and worse?

This seminar should obviously appeal most immediately to majors in English and film; some of the reading choices should also welcome German and comparative literature majors. Furthermore, biology and psychology majors—including those in the neurobiology concentration—should appreciate this course’s equal focus on the scientific background of AS, which will be intended to support the speculation as to whether high-functioning autism functions as a motif in each work. This course should interest psychology majors for similar reasons, not least of which are the ability of AS has to spark discourse on social behavior and group pressure and the increasingly pervasive role that AS is playing in educational studies. The use of AS as a political metaphor in the works of Melville and Kafka, et al., is intended to attract political science majors, and the examination of texts from the 1800s to characterize the origins of autism theory ought to intrigue anthropology majors. Lastly, the inclusion of texts by Wittgenstein and V.L. Smith, et al., is meant to provoke discourse on the significance of language and communication in the AS debate and the contingent difficulties in decision-making and cooperative ability that some individuals with AS face daily; such topics should appeal to philosophy and economics majors, respectively.

Potential Readings

Fiction

Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights

Herman Melville, “Bartleby, the Scrivener”
Emily Dickinson, poetry

Arthur Conan Doyle, any of the Sherlock Holmes works

Franz Kafka, The Trial and The Castle

Sherwood Anderson, Winesburg, Ohio

Jose Saramago, Blindness
Elfriede Jelinek, The Piano Teacher

Mark Haddon, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime

Jonathan Safran Foer, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close
Stieg Larsson, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo

Cinema

The Trial (dir. Orson Welles)

Annie Hall (dir. Woody Allen)

The Shining (dir. Stanley Kubrick)

Thirty-two Short Films About Glenn Gould (dir. Francois Girard)

The Piano Teacher (dir. Michael Haneke)

Somersault (dir. Cate Shortland)

Mozart and the Whale (dir. Petter Naess)
Mary and Max (dir. Adam Elliot)

The Social Network (dir. David Fincher)

The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (dir. Niels Arden Oplev/David Fincher)

Non-fiction Prose
Jonathan Swift, “A Modest Proposal”

Henry David Thoreau, Walden and “Civil Disobedience”
George Orwell, “Such, Such Were the Joys”
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations

Vernon L. Smith, Rationality in Economics and Discovery: A Memoir

Temple Grandin, Thinking in Pictures

Oliver Sacks, “An Anthropologist on Mars”
John Elder Robison, Look Me in the Eye

Foundations

Julie Brown, Writers on the Spectrum

Michael Fitzgerald, The Genesis of Artistic Creativity and Unstoppable Brilliance
Roy Richard Grinker, Unstrange Minds
Ioan James, Asperger’s Syndrome and High Achievement

Jeannette Kennett, “Autism, Empathy and Moral Agency”
David T. Mitchell, “Narrative Prosthesis and the Materiality of Metaphor”

Various peer-reviewed scientific papers on AS will also be examined.

Potential Speakers

Temple Grandin, animal scientist and Colorado State professor

John Elder Robison, memoirist and autism activist/spokesperson

Vernon L. Smith, Nobel-winning economist and Chapman University professor
