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In many black and African communities, our mindsets are still
fixated on this idea that autism is a negative trait that has to be
cured, eradicated, exorcised, and rejected. We cling to the
medical and deficit models of disability, which further fuels the
stigma. On social media, we showcase our children at their
worst and cry out, “Why is my child afflicted with this dreadful
disease?” We arouse pity at the mention of autism. In so doing,
we create in black and African parents of autistic children a
sense of inadequacy, incompetence, and isolation.

We often complain that when the West shows Africa on TV,
they zero-in on war, disease and suffering, ignoring the overall
beauty, riches and benefits of Africa. But in the same way,
when we talk about Autism in our communities, we only show
people having a hard time, and we are not shown anything
else...African adults who realise later in life that they might be
Autistic hesitate to pursue a diagnosis, preferring to remain in
the closet to shield themselves from the oppressive
predicament meted out on the autistic children.

Consequently, black and minority ethnic children fail to have
role-models that are representative of them. Instead, they fall
back on neurotypical parents, professionals and practitioners
whose words and actions suggest to them that they are not
enough and that they need to dispose of who they are, act like
who they are not in order to be accepted in society. Why don’t
we see autistic adults at the forefront of autism advocacy in
places like Ghana or Nigeria? I do not know of any autistic TV
characters, sports personalities, comic book heroes or authors.
There is a lack of visibility of autistic musicians and politicians.
Why?

Could it be that they are non-existent in African communities,
or could it be that this group is oppressed, suppressed and
silenced from birth so they are unable to rise up and be heard
as adults? Autism advocacy in African countries appears to
have been left to Neurotypicals and they are doing the best
they can, and I applaud them. However, the stigma and the
narrative are still being generated in African communities
because we come across as a group of people who lack the
capacity to speak for themselves. Similarly, the Neurotypicals
at the forefront seem to subconsciously drive the negative
narrative about autism: The over-representation of
neurotypical minds in autism advocacy in Africa accounts for
the prevalence of blue-coloured outfits, puzzle pieces and the
promotion of the controversial Applied Behavioural Analysis
(ABA) among autism school organisations., all of which are
deeply hurtful to autistics at best, and downright harmful at
worst. Until the autistic adult rises and steps up, autism will
always be a “childhood condition” and a “disease” in Africa
symbolised by broken puzzle pieces and sad emojis.

On the other hand, there is a rising movement in the western
world where autism is accepted and valued as part of our
intersectional identities. We use symbols chosen to represent
ourselves, our voices are heard and listened to. We are
positively represented in the media, in film, literature,
journalism, music and academia. Autistic people are influencers
on social media. From Silicon Valley to football stadiums,



autistic talents are held in high esteem. Yes, we do struggle, but
we are granted accommodations to thrive. We do not sit in the
corner crying “woe is me”, instead we are loud. We are proud.
We are allowed to be who we are. We parade in the open as we
celebrate ourselves during Autistic Pride, lighting it up gold and
red, not feeling blue, not a puzzle piece in sight. We are slowly
gaining ground in the black and African communities. Progress
is very slow, but we are getting there. People might not be
listening, but they are hearing. We are changing the narrative…
one ear at a time, one heart at a time, one mind at a time. Now
it is worth exploring a few of the trends that perpetuate the
stigma around Autism.

Creed

Religion forms an integral part of the culture of many black
communities. This is naturally governed by the logic that any
positive experience in life comes from God and any thing that
makes life difficult or painful is a result of satanic or demonic
activity. I am not disputing this explanation in any way.
However, the implied status of autism as a curse in some
religious communities feeds the stigma among the black
communities. This is dangerous because it gives rise to
exorcisms and “cures”, many of which leave the individual with
long lasting physical and emotional trauma.

We need to promote the Social model of disability within our
black communities. When churches, mosques and places of
worship educate themselves on the Social model of disability, it
creates a powerful driving force that enhances the wellbeing
and inclusion of neurodiverse people who in turn have a
myriad of talents to contribute to the community.

Competition

“What would people say?”

“I can’t take them out in public because of the funny looks
people would give us.”

There is a silent competition that transpires between minority
ethnic families. Whose children would obtain the best marks
and go to the best schools? Whose children would behave best,
marry first, get the best jobs? Parents of autistic children would
soon begin to feel the pressure when their friends’ children are
meeting all their developmental milestones. They are prone to
make comparisons which would invariably affect their mental
health. Similarly, unsolicited advice about the children’s
upbringing and interventions would be given by well-meaning
friends to these parents, and these would add to the
complication already experienced.



To address this problem, I would urge you to remember that
you are in competition with no one except yourself and that
children develop at their own pace. Read books about autism by
autistic authors to gain insight about the autistic experience.
Form a support network with people who understand autism ,
including autistic adults. AIM would be an excellent starting
point. Research on why “therapies” like ABA are harmful so
that when it is suggested to you, you can make an informed
decision to turn it down in favour of a more positive approach.

Conformity

As humans, we are most comfortable with people who look and
act like us. This is true of black communities. We love to eat
together, sing together, dance together and engage in group
activities. Collective and social behaviour is at the heart of our
community. Autistic people, however, often have limited social
stamina and would need to step away from the crowd to
“recharge and recover.” Growing up in Ghana, this behaviour
was frowned upon, resulting in name calling, bullying and
isolation. We need to understand the importance of diversity in
our society. Once we become more accepting and empathetic to
difference and diversity, we can become more accommodating
of the differences of autistic people in our societies.

I look forward to a time when autistic people from the black
communities and African countries can stim freely in public
and places of worship without judgement.

A time when Autistic people will be valued enough to be
represented at the helm of affairs.

A time when Autistic people will enjoy positive visibility.

Autistic voices, both verbal and pre-verbal, will be heard AND
listened to, far and wide. A time when Autistic Pride will be
celebrated.

I look forward to the time where hate groups masquerading
under the umbrella of Autism Organisations will lose their
voice and influence and stronghold on people's mindsets in
black communities.

I look forward to the time when the future of our autistic
children will be secure: socially, financially, culturally, and that
people will see the autistic community for what it is: strong,
brave, artistic, innovative, happy , empathetic, entrepreneurial,
intelligent, humorous, honest and hardworking. And that
people will look at us and say,

“THIS. Is. Autism.”
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