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INTRODUCTION

From Unmasking Autism to Unmasking Life

I first found out that I was Autistic in 2014, when I was twenty-five years old. I’d known very little about Autism up to that point, despite having completed a PhD in psychology. I mostly viewed the disability the same way the average person did: a condition of three-year-old boys who were obsessed with baseball statistics or trains. Even in some graduate-level clinical classes, I’d heard ignorant, stereotypical myths about Autism: that Autistic people lacked any interest in forming friendships, for example, and that they were incapable of compassion. I’d heard that Autism was always a very obviously debilitating burden, and that there was essentially no hope of Autistics ever leading fulfilling lives. Though I’d struggled to form healthy relationships, live independently, and experience happiness of my own, I’d never considered that the Autism label had anything to do with me.

What I didn’t realize then was that Autism is actually a complex developmental disorder, one that shapes every aspect of how a person processes information and makes sense of the world around them. I didn’t understand, for example, that Autistic people take in sensory data in a bottom-up fashion, rather than the efficient top-down way many non-Autistics (also known as allistics) do. For example, laboratory studies have used eye-tracking technology to observe that Autistic people, when presented with a photo of a person’s face and asked to judge what emotion the person in the photo is feeling, look at all the individual components of the face equally, and carefully: their gaze darts from the mouth to the nose to the eyes, forehead, and chin, processing each feature and trying to piece together what the person might be feeling. Non-Autistic people, in contrast, look at the face as a whole, and recognize emotions on an intuitive level at a glance.1 Because Autistics typically can’t see this top-down “picture” of an emotion, we instead have to memorize what specific arrangements of face parts might mean (for example, that wide eyes could mean either fear or aggression).

This bottom-up processing style also explains why we Autistics find it so much more stressful to be in loud or visually busy spaces compared to most allistics, whose brains instinctively filter out unwanted distractions in ways ours cannot. It is also the reason Autistics need far more time to figure out how to behave in an unfamiliar situation. But sometimes our processing style works to our advantage: studies show that we make fewer errors than non-Autistics when faced with complicated logic problems.2 I didn’t know my brain processed things more effortfully, precisely, and slowly than many other people’s brains when I was growing up. All I knew was that other people seemed to move so quickly, driven by instincts I couldn’t follow. By my teenage years, I chalked up my confusion and detachment to my being a misanthrope.

I also didn’t understand that many Autistic people desperately crave close relationships but have trouble forming them, because many of us cannot read facial expressions, hear differences in tone of voice, or comprehend the indirectness of sarcasm and small talk. I’d just figured other people were worse communicators than me, and I had no time for their irrationality.

I had no clue that my childhood inability to ride a bike or write in cursive could be linked to Autistic fine motor deficits, or that the furious rage I felt when a meeting dragged on longer than expected was due to an Autistic need for predictability and structure. Finally, I didn’t understand that my inability to recognize my own emotions or bodily needs (such as hunger or tiredness) was because I’d been masquerading as neurotypical for my entire life, stuffing down all the voices inside me that were constantly clamoring for softer clothes, darker rooms, less cluttered spaces, more intense flavors, and an explanation for what the hell was going on around me at all times.

I spent many years of my life believing that I was an unfeeling robot who could never love or be loved by other people, and camouflaging every moment of discomfort and confusion I ever experienced. Then I finally received the gift of learning I was Autistic, after a relative’s diagnosis set off a chain reaction of self-examination, research, and embedding myself within the Autistic self-advocacy community. I realized then that my grumpy, misanthropic exterior was how I’d survived in a painfully unaccommodating world. All my anger, all my coldness and judgment, the aloof walls I put up to keep people from taking advantage of my naivete—it was all masking, an attempt at hiding my disability that many undiagnosed Autistic people take part in.

As I learned more about Autism and got to know myself as a disabled person a bit better, decades of emotional repression and complex trauma burst from deep within. Suddenly I became a person who called in sick to work for the sake of my mental health, and cried myself to sleep at night while clutching stuffed animals. I stopped wearing painfully tight skirt suits and chopped off my long, scratchy hair; I began working alone in the dark at odd hours and climbing underneath the bed to hide when ambulances blared too loudly on my street. These were things I had always craved doing but had feared would make me seem pathetic, childish, or attention-seeking.

Discovering that I was Autistic gave me the freedom to behave in a more obviously Autistic way, and my life improved immensely. My chronic anemia went away, as I learned to feed myself the heavily seasoned, burnt-to-a-crisp meals that my palate could tolerate. The quality of my writing got better, as I stopped trying to hide what made my thinking unique. I started dressing the way I’d always wanted to dress, sitting the way I wanted to sit, and I became more outgoing and expressive about topics that interested me. I took a more active interest in other people, finally asking them why they felt the way they did and believed the things they believed. I didn’t have to pretend to naturally understand other people anymore. By being so openly curious, I found it far easier to make friends. I worked less, I slept more, and I started trying an array of new hobbies and experiences just for the sake of better knowing myself and studying how other people behaved. Slowly, a well-balanced life came together for me, and I actually liked the person I was as I lived it.

This long journey of unmasking and embracing my authentically Autistic self took the better part of a decade. The first few years were devoted entirely to learning about what Autism truly was, and examining what an Autistic identity might mean for me. I engaged in a lot of research and deep introspection during this period, and quietly experimented with sensory accommodations and self-stimulation (“stim”) toys to regulate my stress. I reflected on my past and the neurodivergent traits that others had punished or judged me for, and tried to repair my self-concept. I also interviewed countless other Autistic people, including many who were coaches and therapists themselves, and I developed exercises designed to help me and other Autistics get to know ourselves better. The fruits of this labor appeared in Unmasking Autism: Discovering the New Faces of Neurodiversity, one of my previous books.

Getting to know myself as an Autistic brought me incredible relief and empowerment. But in order to truly unmask, I had to venture beyond myself and forge new relationships with other people whose ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving didn’t conform to the neurotypical norm. I also had to learn to explain my needs to my existing friends and family, who had only ever known the masked version of me. I started to think strategically about advocating for the accommodations I needed within my workplace. I noticed that over time, my energy levels and degree of functioning were flagging, so I started to contemplate what a sustainable long-term future would be like, assuming that I wouldn’t always be able to work. I threw out the old scripts of what a meaningful adult life meant by neurotypical standards—marriage, single-family home ownership, retirement at age sixty-seven, 2.5 children—and really thought about what I wanted to accomplish and how I might safely grow old.

I had already unmasked my Autism. But after I’d done that, I still desperately needed to unmask my entire life—carefully planning and building my relationships, my family, my means of survival, my living space, and even my preparations for the future to revolve around my genuine needs, rather than neurotypical expectations. It wasn’t easy work. Often it was quite unpopular with others who didn’t “get” me, or who were deeply invested in conformity to the neurotypical ideal. Powerful institutions like the federal government, the education system, and my employer had created policies that rewarded people for living in conventional ways, so I was systematically discouraged from diverging from the “normal” path. Still, I knew I had to keep at it. There was no returning to the state of ignorance and self-hatred I’d been in when I was masked.

To build an existence that worked with my Autism rather than against it, I needed extensive self-advocacy tools, scripts for negotiating with other people, resources for taking care of myself and those I cared about, and the courage to believe I genuinely deserved any of it. Today, in my late thirties with a steady support system, a plan for the future, and vast reserves of self-acceptance that I’d never believed were possible for me, I can say all this planning and self-advocacy was completely worth it. I wasn’t able to fully live when I was masquerading as a neurotypical person and quietly hating myself for my difference. Now I am vibrantly alive, and connected, and I get to author the rules for my own existence.

In my research as a psychologist and my work as an Autistic thinker and advocate, I’ve encountered countless neurodivergent people who have had to embark on similar journeys. Some of them are Autistic like me; others are ADHDers, or they have Tourette’s Syndrome, Bipolar Disorder, Narcissistic Personality Disorder, a traumatic brain injury, Down Syndrome, or any number of other stigmatized mental and emotional diversities. Others don’t identify with any psychiatric label at all, but recognize they suffer from society’s pressure to neuroconform3—to make ourselves behave in accordance with the neurotypical standards of our time—all the same. We’ve all felt the need to bury crucial parts of who we are—how we think, feel, and behave—but after doing that for entirely too long, and at great personal cost, many of us are ready to dig our long-hidden selves up and find a secure, nourishing bed in which we can be planted and grow.

Many of us spend years trying to live up to a neuroconformist ideal and failing. We try to get full-time jobs when we truly don’t have the energy for them; we form romantic relationships that look pleasing to the outside world, but which are filled with turmoil; we accept mistreatment from our friends and judgment from our relatives; and we get by with great difficulty and no positive vision of what might be waiting for us at the end of the road. Most of us eventually become burned out or disillusioned and conclude we can’t keep on living in this way. This often coincides with us falling ill, and then finding out that we’re Autistic or otherwise different. But even after we’ve discovered that our struggles were never our fault, we remain trapped in a world that demands we lead a neurotypical life. We need to do more than simply accept ourselves as disabled in order to survive. We have to construct a radically new and proudly disabled way of living—and that is where this book begins.

This book is a call to action for neurodivergent or otherwise proudly nonconforming people who have begun their personal unmasking journeys but need additional support bringing their private revelations into their public realities. It’s a collection of tools for those who struggle to identify and push for the supports and accommodations that they need. And it’s also a potential road map toward an unrecognizably better life for those of us who’ve never been afforded the right to dream of a contented and comfortable existence because we’ve been so focused on merely trying to survive.

Lifelong unmasking is made possible through the practice of several key skills, which can be applied to nearly any practical or interpersonal struggle in our lives. But before we dive into developing these skills, let’s briefly consider why the act of masking is so destructive to our wonderfully nonnormative bodies, minds, and defiant inner spirits.

Masking: When Internalized Ableism Becomes Your Way of Life

When an undiagnosed Autistic (or otherwise neurodivergent) person grows up unaware that they are disabled, the only source of meaning they have to reach for is the neurotypical script for what a worthy life is. If making eye contact is painful but socially required, they assume that doing so must be painful for just about everybody—then they force themself to go ahead and give eye contact anyway. If they can’t follow verbal instructions during class or at work, they learn to nod along and figure things out on their own, believing that everybody else must have to put that much effort in, too. If all the food available makes them retch and most conversations strike them as bafflingly superficial, they may conclude life is just supposed to be joyless. If their relationships feel hollow and performative and their existence is a strenuous slog through discomfort and unfulfillment, they may conclude that’s just what being an adult in the world means. For the disabled person who is struggling desperately to neuroconform, there’s no way to understand why a conventional life doesn’t fit. There’s only the pressure to match with what’s “normal,” and the enduring loneliness of never really succeeding at it.

Masked Autism is what results when an entire population of disabled people grows up not being allowed to be openly disabled. Typically, masked Autistics belong to the groups that mainstream psychiatry has most overlooked: transgender people, women, and other gender minorities, as well as people of color, people who grew up in poverty, queer people, and older adults who grew up in a period when Autism was still quite poorly understood. These groups are underdiagnosed as Autistic to an overwhelming degree,4 being far more likely to be misdiagnosed with other conditions first (such as Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, Oppositional Defiant Disorder, Borderline Personality Disorder, Narcissistic Personality Disorder, Social Anxiety Disorder, or Bipolar Disorder). When they do get diagnosed, it happens at much later ages than for white cisgender males from wealthy backgrounds.5 This means that they miss out on the potentially positive childhood experiences of being assigned a support team, receiving disability accommodations, being understood by their peers and caregivers as in need, and finding a place for themselves within the disabled community. Instead, undiagnosed Autistics learn to stop asking for the help that is never provided to them and to stop behaving in ways that make them stand out—in other words, they learn to mask.

A study published in 2023 in the journal Autism found that Autistic college students who had been diagnosed when they were young fared far better than those who arrived at an Autistic identity later in life.6 An early diagnosis was associated with a higher quality of life and higher life satisfaction. Autistics who were diagnosed early in life reported that they were able to process any complex or negative feelings they had about their disability at a younger age, alongside parents and caregivers who were busy learning more about Autism at the same exact time. As a result, many had come to feel proud of or joyful about their disabled identity. They and their families were able to find support groups and social groups with the aid of their diagnosis, and had the language to explain to schools, doctors, and other institutions that they needed help and what help looked like for them.

Additional research suggests that when Autistic people grow up knowing about their disability, they are more able to view their neurotype as a neutral or even positive aspect of themselves that can be discussed and even joked about freely.7 Later discoveries of Autism, in contrast, are more strongly associated with shame and concealment, and hesitation to request disability services.8 Early diagnosis of Autism can also come with genuine risks to a child’s well-being, by marking them with disability stigma, for example, or by increasing the odds that they will be pushed through unhelpful “treatment” programs such as Applied Behavior Analysis therapy (also known as ABA, which focuses on behaviorally conditioning a child to fake a non-Autistic personality). But on balance, knowing who one is, being able to articulate that identity to the world, and recognizing oneself within a community of disabled people have net benefits early in life.

Unfortunately, marginalized Autistics are rarely afforded this opportunity. Instead of being identified as disabled and receiving services, they are viewed as a problem and punished for their nonconformity and any challenge they present to their teachers and parents. This has a far-reaching impact on how the undiagnosed relate to other people, what kind of treatment they learn to expect from the world, and even how they feel about themselves.

Here’s a simple example: if an undiagnosed ten-year-old Autistic child thrashes and screams as they enter the doctor’s office, their parent may criticize them, the staff at the front desk may roll their eyes at them, their doctor may be curt and impatient with them, and all the other patients in the waiting room may stare and view them as a spoiled brat. But if that same child is diagnosed as Autistic, they may be granted a far gentler transition: their parent may give them a soft-voiced warning about the upcoming appointment, maybe even with a narrative about what to expect. The doctor’s office might allow them to wear noise-canceling ear defenders and a hat to manage the noise and brightness of the clinic; staff might let them enter the office from a side door and go directly into a dimly lit private room with a doctor who speaks gently to them.

Without helpful environmental and social adjustments like these, Autistic children suffer from confusion, overstimulation, and fear. They may be seen as spoiled, bratty, overly sensitive, or violent simply because they express the pain of living in a world that’s hostile to them. In time, the Autistic child will tend to internalize this, viewing themself as antisocial or difficult to deal with. They also may lose faith in other people and withdraw from the world, believing that most public spaces are not “for” them. The expectation that they think, feel, and behave in a fully neurotypical way slowly becomes a protective mask they wear everywhere, ensuring that they are never stared at or insulted again.

Each one of us masks our disability a little bit differently. Some of us wear masks of compliance and agreeability to prevent ourselves from being seen as stubborn or difficult. Others become class clowns to hide how unmoored we feel in a social world governed by unspoken rules we cannot understand. Some masked Autistics lean into our intellectual achievements, or become compulsive people-pleasers, hoping to earn acceptance by defining ourselves by the few socially approved skills we have. And some of us pull away from other people entirely, slipping into a dissociated, extremely passive state because even our best attempts at fitting in have failed. Although each of these survival strategies presents in a different way, they are all motivated by the same underlying goal: to avoid detection and further ostracism, and to hide the reality of how deeply we are struggling, sometimes even from ourselves.

Masking comes at an immense personal cost. Empirical research shows that masked Autistics are lonelier and more socially anxious than their unmasked Autistic peers,9 and experience depression at elevated rates.10 Maskers frequently use substances to numb the constant pain that they are in,11 or engage in compulsive self-harm,12 disordered eating behaviors, or other acts of self-destruction.13 Hard-core maskers can’t form authentically loving relationships because it is impossible for anyone to truly get to know them or for them to express what they really want. In its most extreme form, masking is a dreadful act of self-negation, and so it’s no wonder maskers experience a heightened risk of suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts.14

Eventually, many masked Autistics and other neurodivergent individuals hit a period of burnout, during which they function far more poorly than they were able to before, and can no longer maintain their masks. It is during this dramatic shift in abilities and priorities that people typically find out they are disabled. Then they may begin to question the harsh societal standards that led them to such a miserable and effortful existence and start to imagine what a life that accommodates their way of functioning could be like. This is often the first real stage of a person’s unmasking journey—learning that the intense social pressures of being neurotypical might not be inevitable, but in fact are a constructed social bias that a person can question and unlearn.

The Pursuit of Neurotypicality

Shuài grew up in China in the 1990s, within a family and community that knew very little about Autism. When he experienced meltdowns, his parents’ and grandparents’ solutions were to try to take care of his basic needs by feeding him or putting him to bed early. In time, Shuài came to view offers of food and a nap as a punishment intended to silence him. He enjoyed certain repetitive household chores, such as washing vegetables and putting clean clothing away, so he often self-soothed by performing them for hours at a time. He was very shy, and had no interest in playing sports and games, going outside, or talking to girls, though he was often expected to try these activities. Still, he says that if he hadn’t moved to the United States for graduate school and then found the adjustment to be incredibly difficult, it’s likely he never would have figured out that he was Autistic.

“Even then it took a while for anybody to suggest it,” he says to me. “Because of the stereotyping of Asian men in the United States, it was not super noteworthy for me to be keeping to myself and leading a relatively simple life focusing on completing school.” But his roommate, who was a social work student, did notice Shuài’s repetitive cleaning rituals, and that he walked on his tiptoes (a common motor difference in Autistic individuals)15—and he introduced Shuài to some online videos about Autism. A multiyear process of Autistic self-discovery then followed.

Taking on an Autistic identity emboldened Shuài in a couple of ways. He has the power now to distinguish between social expectations and what he personally wants. “I met a girl at an Autism social group on Meetup.com, and like me she wants to be child-free and thinks having a lifelong romantic commitment is risky and irrational. This is the first time I’ve ever had a real interest in dating, or been able to tell a girl I believe these things.”

Still, Shuài’s afraid to seek out a formal diagnosis and ask for help at school, such as having the verbal presentation requirement for his thesis be waived. “I’m afraid of how it will look for an international student to not have to give a presentation in English,” he says.

He’s also concerned that his family will view a diagnosis as a threat to his professional success and visa status—which is a reasonable concern. Many countries still ban the immigration of Autistic people and their families or turn them away as visa-seekers or refugees. In 2019, then-president Donald Trump enacted a “public charge rule” that limited immigrants’ ability to access disability services, and restricted Autistic immigrants from entering the country.16 Autistic people are also banned from immigrating to countries like New Zealand17 and the United Kingdom,18 and Canada only lifted its ban on Autistic immigrants in 2018.19

Living in a college town in a country that’s a bit more knowledgeable about Autism20 has benefited Shuài in some ways. On campus, he can wear cozy clothing, give himself simple haircuts, and get by without driving and never stand out. He turns down invitations for parties or university networking events, knowing that they’re just not his speed. Still, there’s a stigma to his multiple marginalized identities that follows him and makes him feel more visible now than he ever did in China. And for all the positive changes he has been able to make in his life, he worries that he’ll lose that freedom when he graduates and must enter the “real world.”

“Sometimes,” he says, “I worry that doing things my way now is just making me too weak for the future”—a future where he will be expected to work, dress up, live independently, and perhaps settle down and raise a family.

Because they never received disability accommodations or any understanding of themselves as members of an oppressed group, many masked Autistics cope by hiding behind a façade of neurotypicality. Neurotypicality refers to the standards of behavior, emotion, and thought that people in the broader culture view as healthy, safe, and socially acceptable. People who meet these standards are more likely to be judged as “sane,” though the behaviors and traits that are seen as signs of sanity vary widely across cultures and time periods.

In America, for instance, it’s considered socially desirable to smile at complete strangers and casually chat with co-workers as if they are friends, and so neurotypical people are those who do exactly that. Anyone who falls short of this expectation runs the risk of being seen as pathologically shy, socially anxious, suspicious, or antisocial. We’re also expected in the United States to be quite openly emotional, at least when it comes to positive emotions, and to show that we are “confident” by staring people in the eye and giving them a firm handshake. In a country like Germany, in contrast, it’s far more normal to avoid looking at strangers and to take years to befriend a new person. There, an overly friendly, socially pushy way of relating might not be neurotypical at all. Instead, it might come across as histrionic.

Neurotypical standards are a moving target: even people without a diagnosable disability may fail to live up to neurotypical ideals if they can’t work full-time, live independently, form gender normative romantic relationships, control their emotional expressions, and “contribute” to society in typically expected ways. And when we consider how common difficult experiences like depression and anxiety are,21 as well as conditions like Alzheimer’s, it becomes clear that very few human beings actually live up to the standards of neurotypicality for the whole of their life. According to the neurodiversity perspective, no single person is ever truly neurotypical, in fact. We all just vary in our ability to neuroconform.

Autistic people find it especially difficult to neuroconform. We generally have a hard time picking up vague, unarticulated social guidelines and rules, so we often manage to stick out as strange no matter the culture we’re in. We struggle to hold full-time jobs, to initiate relationships, and to articulate our feelings in ways others respect or find understandable. Our bodies move differently than allistic bodies do, and research shows that non-Autistics find our emotions difficult to read.22 Even when we attempt to mask, we are a tiny bit slower to process than other people are, and our performances are ever-so-slightly, subliminally “off,” and non-Autistic people dislike us for it.23

Though many Autistic people initially believe that our masks will protect us from ostracism, in time we come to realize that to be masked is not to be freed from judgment but to be imprisoned by it. Masking is a labor-intensive, largely unsuccessful process that cleaves us from our bodies and our true feelings, and engaging in it can actively prevent us from forging real relationships or building happy lives. Losing faith in the power of the mask can come as a relief—but learning how to venture into the world without a mask brings its own set of challenges.

The Rewards and Challenges of Unmasking

For many masked Autistic people, discovering that we are disabled comes as a world-shaking revelation. In my case, I learned that I was never really an antisocial creep with rage issues; it was just that crowded spaces sent me into sensory overload mode. As a teen, I hadn’t failed to sign up customers for my retail job’s predatory credit card because I was a coward, or lazy; it was just that lying to people and pressuring them felt simply wrong to me. Once I had a clear vision of the person I was, I could finally stop beating myself up for failing to be somebody else.

For many late-realized Autistics, our entire life histories up to the moment we found out we are Autistic are cast in a new light: the friends we lost, the family members we disappointed, the classes we dropped, the jobs we’ve been fired from, the expected life milestones we never seemed to reach, and the seemingly “strange” tastes and dreams that we have all suddenly make sense. The many difficulties we have faced are revealed as a mismatch between our neurotype and what society has conditioned us to be. Piecing together a new identity as a disabled person and unlearning an entire culture’s worth of anti-Autistic stigma take years for many of us. But even after we come to know and accept who we are, there remain the practical problems of paying the rent, feeding and clothing ourselves, pursuing our passions, and finding appreciation or even love within a society that primarily treats us as defective.

One unmasked Autistic woman I spoke with, Aisha, told me that after figuring out she was Autistic, she had to confront the fact that her elderly mother and sister were most likely masked Autistics, too. Both Aisha’s relatives are still absolutely devoted to the respectable, serious, high-achieving façades they had adopted to get by as Black women with undiagnosed sensory issues, social difficulties, cognitive processing differences, and other Autistic traits. They judge Aisha harshly for becoming a more relaxed, openly flawed person with a messy house, a part-time job, a sometimes-foggy short-term memory, and a wardrobe filled with sensory-friendly pajamas and fluffy socks. They even question Aisha’s fitness to parent her kids. “They keep bullying me to do exactly what helped them survive, and I don’t know how to fight it without them getting defensive,” she told me. “They don’t believe it’s possible to ever show weakness and be okay, and so they hate that I’m openly weak.”

Another Autistic that I spoke to, Bill, explained that he spent the first forty-five years of his life being so ashamed of his disability that he never allowed himself to explore any new interests or try meeting any new people. “I was so afraid of saying or doing the wrong thing that I never tried any hobbies or even visited a concert on my own. There are so many things that I want to do, like checking out the local punk music scene or getting a tattoo, but I wonder if it’s too late for me.” Bill has come to believe that he deserves a place in public life as an Autistic person, and after a few years of unmasking in his home and around his family, he has a pretty firm sense of who he is and what he wants. But he doesn’t have much practice engaging with unfamiliar people or trying new things out in the world.

My book Unmasking Autism was largely tailored to newly self-realized Autistic people who were hoping to get back in touch with their authentic disabled selves—as well as the loved ones and allies who wanted to learn how to support us. It was a book I wrote to educate people about what Autism really is, and how starkly that reality contrasts with the myths we’ve been told about Autistic people being antisocial, uncaring, and fundamentally broken. It was exactly the kind of book that I wished had existed back when I was first grappling with an Autistic identity myself at the age of twenty-five. Now, years after Unmasking Autism’s release, I find that readers still crave more knowledge and tools for better understanding Autism, and for creating a more fully unmasked existence. Once they know their own sensory needs better, for example, unmasking Autistics have questions about how to get those needs met in the workplace. After abandoning the uncomfortable social “mask” of agreeability, they’ve lost some (bad) friendships, and they want to know how to rebuild their social lives from a more genuine place. Or they’ve got a relative they’re pretty sure is also a masked Autistic, and they want to know what steps they can take to also help that person find themself.

Parents, therapists, and teachers who work with Autistic people have also asked me for more resources so they can better support the disabled people they care about. In a world where the only insurance-approved “treatment” for Autism is ABA therapy, which the Autistic community widely rejects as traumatizing and abusive,24 the need for practical, compassionate resources on accommodating us is quite urgent. But today, even if a parent or caregiver wants to embrace the way the Autistic child in their life actually functions—rather than conditioning them to mimic a neurotypical person—they don’t have many places to turn in order to learn how. Even most “social skills” groups created for Autistic children and teens teach them that they must neuroconform and vie for neurotypical people’s approval, rather than encourage them to build fulfilling connections with other people like themselves.

Embracing an Autistic identity brought me incredible relief, but it also forced me to face certain truths about myself that were difficult to grapple with while living under capitalism. When I found out I was Autistic, I was in the middle of recovering from a yearlong period of burnout that had ravaged my physical and mental health. I came out the other side of this experience recognizing that full-time, in-person employment would never truly be feasible for me, and that if I wanted to be healthy and happy, I’d have to figure out some alternative means of survival. For a while, this came in the form of teaching online classes part-time and doing light consulting work that I picked up from freelancing websites. I didn’t own a car, and I pared down my possessions so that I could live in a very small, cheap space. I walked everywhere and ate very modest meals at home. These kinds of adjustments were possible for me, especially when I was young and felt indestructible, and eventually one of my online teaching gigs turned into a more permanent job. But not all Autistics have the good fortune or privilege that I have. With some estimates putting the Autistic unemployment rate at as high as 80 percent25 (and many other studies documenting a rate at least as high as 3026 to 50 percent),27 it’s clear that many of us do not have the means to exist easily as ourselves, or even to get by at all.

Several Autistic people that I spoke to for this book shared with me that the only period in their lives when they’d ever been able to thrive was the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. They were comfortably at home, freed from any expectation that they might socialize or work, and receiving federal aid money that covered their bills, with a little left over for fun pursuits and donating to causes they believed in as well. For the first time ever, their doctors’ appointments and classes were entirely online, their grocery store had no-contact pickup, and they had full control over their temperature, attire, and daily rhythms. Beyond that, other people were in a compassionate mindset during that time, and were flexible toward their unique ways of being. Nobody stared at them for making twisted-up faces underneath their surgical masks. Loved ones were more than happy to bond over online games rather than elaborate family dinners. In the midst of a nightmarish international mass death event, they got a taste of true disability justice and felt peace.

It shouldn’t have to take a global crisis to get us there, but the early response to the pandemic reveals that building a different world is possible, and that accommodating neurodiversity and other disabilities can yield numerous benefits. It wasn’t just Autistics who, ironically, thrived in 2020. Research shows consistently that worker productivity and job satisfaction went up across the board for those who were able to work from home,28 and many people who were sheltering in place felt more connected to their children and spouses and more fulfilled in their personal lives.29 Sadly, all these benefits dissipated the moment many of us were dragged back into physical workplaces and asked to take on the impossible burden of busy, “independent” adult life once again.30 Those of us who can’t easily neuroconform felt that loss the most.

Autistic people are in desperate need of help in order to build comfortable, neurodiversity-accepting futures. We need support if we struggle to complete tasks like doing the laundry, brushing our teeth, paying our taxes, or driving to doctors’ appointments. Because of our position of economic precarity, we often need financial support from the social welfare system or loved ones who recognize our lives as innately valuable. We must build robust communities for ourselves if we are to survive. But at the same time, we must also be able to assert ourselves, point out ableism where it happens, and engage in healthy conflict with people when they do not respect who we really are.

Unmasking for life requires a ton of planning and self-advocacy skills. And assisting Autistics and other neuro nonconformers in building up those skills is one of the major projects of this book.

The Five Skills Needed to Unmask

Accepting oneself as a disabled person cannot be a solely interior journey. No amount of pride or self-acceptance can undo the fact that Autistic people are systematically overlooked and disadvantaged at school, in the workplace, in our bureaucratic systems, and even just walking down the street. As a teen, I was fired from that retail job I mentioned earlier because I was Autistic; my bosses hated that I didn’t know how to chat up customers, and that I was incapable of faking enthusiasm about a high-interest-rate credit card. That reality doesn’t change the moment I take more pride in myself as a stubbornly honest Autistic. Confidence doesn’t stop strangers from staring at me on the street. I (and other unmasked Autistic people like me) need more than internal healing. We need practical, interpersonal tools to navigate our unmasked lives in a world that would often prefer we be repressed.

To lead a truly unmasked life is to fight regular battles with abusive authority figures, dismissive family members, uncaring governmental structures, and even fellow neurodivergent people who still have a great deal of stigma to unlearn. I’ve conducted extensive research on Autistic people’s adjustments and unmasking processes and interviewed dozens upon dozens of members of our community. I also hear from hundreds of Autistic and otherwise neurodivergent people each year, in private messages, in emails, and at conferences. When I synthesize the whole of these experiences and questions, I find that these are the areas where our community struggles the most:

First, we need help making friends who truly respect us. Most of us have spent a lifetime failing to follow unspoken social rules and missing out on social opportunities because of it, which has trained us to settle for unbalanced, unfulfilling relationships that don’t provide us with the support we truly need. If we’ve been abused and disregarded for long enough, we might not even know what we want in a friendship, or how wonderful true acceptance could feel.

Second, we need to reset fraught family dynamics that were established long before anyone knew about our accessibility needs. Our loved ones have often judged us for seeming lazy, difficult, or incapable because they didn’t understand that we were disabled. Some of our family members are also fighting internally with hidden neurodivergence themselves, and their complex feelings about their disabilities bleed into how they view us, creating legacies of shame and family dysfunction. If we are parents or caregivers to neurodivergent kids, we also may wonder how to best celebrate their differences and raise them to be confident and proud of themselves in a society that works constantly to stifle them.

Third, since the vast majority of us cannot find stable work, we must form a plan for surviving in a capitalist system that doesn’t value nonconformity and divergence. We have to learn to navigate the challenging world of job applications, interviews, and diplomatic assertiveness at work—or if working is not possible, we have to interface with the social welfare and disability service systems and find ways to reduce our expenses and pool our resources with others so that we can get by. Since the dominant culture praises work as the primary source of life’s meaning, embarking on this process means reinventing a life’s purpose for ourselves as well.

Fourth, we want to express our sexualities and form attachments that reflect our real desires, not traditional roles that have only ever felt like a performance for many of us. The data is abundantly clear that Autistics are far more likely to be queer and kinky than other groups of people, and many are asexual or aromantic as well. The dominant culture doesn’t provide anyone with tools to develop relationships that reflect their unique preferences and modes of being—especially not Autistics, who already face discrimination in dating.31 Even if we do have loving relationships, the trauma of being masked may have made us deeply averse to conflict or incapable of conversing frankly about consent—and so we need support in building healthy, secure partnerships where we can openly communicate.

Finally—and perhaps most important of all—we all want to reclaim a place in society that has long been denied to us, forming strong, empowering social networks and chasing after the passions and fulfilling pursuits that will make all this effort worthwhile. This means learning how to try new hobbies and meet new people, contemplating our long-term legacies, and even planning for old age as a disabled person who will always need others.

Because most Autistic people fear change, struggle to process unfamiliar situations, and have trauma histories that have conditioned us to avoid making anyone upset, we don’t always know how to chase after these goals. But we can become more assertive and effective in building a fully unmasked life for ourselves, so long as we develop the following key skills:


1. Acceptance of change, loss, and uncertainty.

Change can ignite panic within the Autistic person’s nervous system, and the fear of change closes us off from new experiences. In order to survive in an unpredictable world, we have to develop the ability to resiliently weather change.

2. Engagement in productive conflict, discussion, and disagreement.

For fear of seeming disruptive or stubborn, masked Autistics become passive to a fault. It is impossible for us to pursue the things we want or build respectful relationships if we lack agency, and so we must learn to approach other people, speak up when we are unhappy, and engage with reality actively.

3. Transgression of unfair rules, demands, and social expectations.

Autistic people can’t help but be nonconforming, though many of us desperately try to fit in. We are marked as the “other” from the moment someone meets us, and we seem to naturally find many oppressive rules baffling. The Autistic capacity to break rules and question unjust policies is one of our greatest, most revolutionary abilities, and those of us who are masked need to learn to harness it, rather than suppress it.

4. Tolerance of distress, disagreement, or being disliked.

When you live vibrantly as your authentic self, you take up space and project your perspective outwardly into the world. It is inevitable that some people will not agree with what you have to say. As we learn to self-advocate more effectively, we have to make peace with all the possible consequences. Sometimes when you set a boundary, others will have a problem with it, but that doesn’t mean you don’t get to continue enforcing it. Approval is not always worth chasing after.

5. Creation of new accommodations, relationship structures, and ways of living.

The world was not built for people like us. Public spaces are so busy and boisterous that they cause us sensory meltdowns that require hours of rest to recover from; most workplaces demand more social and cognitive energy than we are capable of providing on a daily basis; and unspoken, impossible-to-parse rules govern how everyone around us acts. If we are going to get by as authentically Autistic people, we have to be bold enough to rewrite the rules. If a conventional life defined by work, marriage, and property ownership is not right for us, we need the creativity and courage to define for ourselves what a life well lived means.



In this book, we will examine how Autistic people can develop these five skills and apply each of them to the five areas of life where we struggle the most: Friendship, Family, Work, Love, and Life. Within each of these sections, readers will find the latest academic scholarship, wisdom from experts, profiles of ordinary Autistic people, and an array of exercises and scripts for self-advocating, building relationships, and living more genuinely and boldly in everyday life.

Autistic self-discovery can be a kind of rebirth. When each of us learns that we are not “broken,” just disabled, an entire new way of life opens up before us. Through our own unmasking experiences and by meeting other Autistics like us, we learn that existence doesn’t have to be defined by social rejection and unfulfilling conformity to an incredibly narrow neurotypical standard. We don’t have to aspire to be high achieving to somehow “make up” for our disabilities. We aren’t failures if we require regular support in order to stay housed, fed, bathed, and healthy. We aren’t pathetic or clingy for wanting to be around only a small handful of trusted people for the rest of our lives, and we aren’t crushing disappointments to our parents if we never want to be married, have kids, or get rich. We can live with our friends, subsist on the handful of “safe foods” that we love, half-ass our part-time jobs while devoting our real energy to hobbies, cry openly when we’re hurting, and go to sleep in a race car bed the whole rest of our days if we want. In the pages to come, we will explore how to make such a vibrantly Autistic life possible—and how those same skills can benefit anyone else who has found themself stifled and oppressed by the neurotypical standard. Neuroconformity is imprisoning—but unmasking is for everyone.
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Five Core Skills for Unmasking Your Life

This is a book of social skills exercises for Autistic people, but not in the typical meaning of that term.

Most social skills trainings for Autistic people focus on the normative qualities we supposedly lack: we are asked to make eye contact, feign polite interest in other people’s lives, avoid talking about our interests and ourselves, and put a sharp filter upon any information that might strike other people as private or “oversharing.” We are told not to be too loud, to only self-stimulate in non-distracting ways that will not draw negative attention toward us, and not to make statements that are too provocative or rude.

Many of these programs are created with the very best of intentions: the non-Autistic people who organize them believe that by explaining normal social rules to us, they are helping us to be more interpersonally effective and accomplish our goals—and they assume that being liked by a large number of non-Autistic people should always be our goal.

Unfortunately, this supposedly benevolent goal was also the goal behind Applied Behavior Analysis therapy, which punishes Autistic children with hot sauce on the tongue or electric shocks when they behave too strangely.1 The creator of ABA therapy, O. Ivar Lovaas, also was the creator of anti-gay conversion therapy designed to cure “feminine boys,” and both “treatments” had the same outcome in mind: to take young children who violated the norms of the day and repeatedly condition them like trained dogs to conform and behave. Lovaas believed that he was doing good for both Autistic patients and the “feminine boys” he conditioned to behave more masculinely. In actuality, he was unleashing a mental and emotional torment that would go on to cause post-traumatic stress symptoms, social anxiety, depression, a vulnerability to abuse, and even suicide in thousands of neurodivergent and queer people.2 Members of both groups live with the legacy of Lovaas’s projects today. We’ve been told that our lives will improve once we learn to behave “normally”—but we know better. We understand that living bravely in our difference will be our liberation.

Recently, I was at a conference for therapists who treat disorganization, and I spoke to a woman whose young nephew had been placed into a social skills group for Autistics. This woman shared with me that compared to his previous school’s treatment, which had been ABA therapy, the nephew’s new therapy group seemed to genuinely be pretty good. Instead of being hidden away from the other kids at school, he was deliberately included in clubs and group projects. His teachers allowed him to rip up bits of paper to stim and take breaks to stretch his legs in the hallway. Still, he also had mandatory socializing classes where teachers had him act out grocery store trips or imaginary playdates, and instructed him to always acknowledge the people around him and to ask them polite questions.

“He has the chance to ask why certain social rules are important, and to practice them free of judgment, but he’s still expected to do them,” the boy’s aunt said to me. “And so, I’m wondering, is that really better than ABA? They’re still teaching him that in order to be liked, he has to do certain things.”

My answer to this boy’s aunt was that honestly, I didn’t see a fundamental difference. Social skills trainings might feel more benevolent and gentle than an ABA therapy session where a child is forced to sit still in a chair and is not permitted to speak to anyone or use the bathroom until he parrots a prewritten conversational script. But in both therapies, the child’s autonomy and sense of ease in his body are disregarded, his freedom of movement treated as a privilege he will only sometimes be “allowed.” He’s still being trained to become socially hypervigilant, scanning his surroundings for unacknowledged people so that he can be certain to greet them in an approved-of way, and to do so quickly enough that he doesn’t ever seem rude. And his social success is still being measured by his ability to appeal to the neuroconforming majority. But what about the other kids who, like him, want to wander around in the hallway not looking at anybody, ripping up paper and chattering excitedly about their favorite My Hero Academia episode? Why can’t it be a social success for this boy to find more people like him? Why does preparing him for adult life require training him to make small talk, participate in commerce, and obsess over others’ approval?

Social skills trainings exist for both Autistic children and adults, and they’re widely adopted worldwide. In a meta-analytic review of more than fifty-five social skills interventions, psychologist Scott Bellini and colleagues report that these programs mainly treat the following Autistic “social skills deficits”:3


Initiating interactions

Maintaining reciprocity

Sharing enjoyment

Taking another person’s perspective

Inferring the interests of others



You’ll notice that every single one of these supposed social skills targets how the Autistic person treats someone else, or how they make someone else feel—there is no consideration of how the Autistic person feels, or the skills they might need to advocate for themself. Autistic children and adults alike are encouraged to start conversations with other people, to ensure they are being fair toward others, to share things with other people, to think from another person’s point of view, and to put a great deal of effort into mind reading another person’s interests and emotions. Where do the Autistic person’s interests, perspective, and need for attention come in? What about the important social skill of speaking up for yourself?

By the end of these social skills training programs, Autistics are expected to be emotionally even-keeled, discreet, cheerful, and chatty toward other people, and to seem mature. In other words, they are expected to mask—that is, to conceal the parts of them that are overly excitable, easily emotionally wounded, socially confused, slow, wacky, and obsessive about any number of odd or niche things.

It’s small wonder, then, that in a meta-analysis of more than fifty different interventions for Autistic people, researchers have concluded that social skills trainings do not work.4 Generally speaking, the studies evaluating social skills interventions for Autistics fail to find significant positive effects, and suffer from overly inflated statistical effect sizes, one 2022 meta-analysis reports.5 The only outcome where social skills interventions appear to make a difference is in the Autistic person’s social responsiveness: Autistic people do tend to become more attentive toward others after undergoing a battery of trainings that teach them to prioritize neurotypicals’ reactions above their own feelings. But an increase in social responsiveness does not translate into an Autistic person being able to communicate more honestly with people, or more persuasively, nor does it lead to them having more genuine friendships or locating people that they actually like. Paying more attention to others doesn’t necessarily make them feel more supported or understood. All it does is make them better at disregarding themself.

Social skills interventions fail for the exact same reasons that early interventions for Autism such as ABA therapy fail: they painstakingly destroy the ability of an Autistic person to remain emotionally and psychologically present around another person. The true social skills that Autistic people need help developing are not ones of acquiescence or attentiveness. Rather, they are the ones that will allow us to actively demand the accommodations and just treatment we need.

In order to unmask for life, we have to get more comfortable with unfamiliarity and change so that we can explore the social spaces, workplaces, educational facilities, and other realms of public life that have long shut us out. We have to be able to engage with other people in an authentic way, rather than attempting to appease them. We must be willing to transgress the social norms and scripts that restrict and harm us—everything from narrow gender roles to rules of politeness that dictate that we can’t ever say that we’re feeling uncomfortable and that we must jump to acknowledge every single person that we meet. We also need to be able to tolerate the discomfort of other people disliking us at times, and make peace with the fact that no matter what we do, sometimes others will be wrong about us, but that this doesn’t make us failures.
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