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Introduction

The concept of neurodiversity was coined by an Australian sociology student, Judy
Singer, in her 1996 dissertation — Odd People In: The Birth of Community Amongst
People on the ‘Autistic Spectrum’: A Personal Exploration of a New Social Movement
based on Neurological Diversity. Singer — herself autistic — began corresponding with
the US writer Harvey Blume, who would later popularise the concept in a 1998 issue of
The Atlantic (Blume, 1998). But finding little enthusiasm or support for her work on the
‘politics of neurodiversity’ in academia, Singer channelled her energies into advocacy
work for autistic parents and children (Singer, 2022).

This early story of the fate of academic scholarship on neurodiversity shows how the
social sciences routinely juxtapose a careful recognition of the plurality of marginalisa-
tion with the exclusion of certain scholars who are more likely to be at the sharper end of
subordination (see Bhambra, 2014; Go, 2020). This historical and contemporary ten-
dency in the sociology of inequalities in particular has played out in several ways, all of
which strongly favour the scholarship of groups that have dominated the discipline.
Sociology has provided the conceptual tools for neurodivergent students like Singer to
generate a politics of neurodiversity, yet has failed to offer them an intellectual home in
the university. While her experience illustrates the extent to which academia is ill-
equipped to value the contributions of neurodiverse scholars, we go a step further here
by emphasising the impact of negative racialisation and neurotypical hegemony when
they operate in tandem. Put simply, if negative racialisation within the academy already
marginalises the work of scholars of colour, there is even more at stake if scholars are
both Black and neurodivergent.! Exclusionary traditions and cultures embedded in
higher education and its systemised production of academic research and writing struc-
turally marginalise a plethora of students and staff (Arday, 2022; Arday & Mirza, 2018).
Our contribution therefore focuses on race and the politics of neurodiversity, in an
attempt to demonstrate how deficit approaches in UK higher education (UKHE) perpetu-
ate and reproduce neurotypical notions of academic excellence.

Written from a sociological perspective that uses a hybrid of Black feminism, cultural
and disability studies, this article is a collaborative, retrospective and reflective discus-
sion based on the experiences of two Black neurodivergent sociologists employed at
different UK universities. Whilst the arguments here could apply to Black neurodiver-
gent academics more generally, our methodological approach (collaborative autoethnog-
raphy and dialogical production) has been developed through our sociological
imagination(s) (Mills, 1959). Though our intervention is clearly interdisciplinary — and
generates a holistic overview of disability in UKHE — we frame our reflections as pri-
marily disciplined within sociologies of social justice. In this way, we routinely empha-
sise that the politics of neurodiversity should be understood within the racialised, classed
and gendered structures of society. This will be particularly evident as we draw on the
challenges of being Black neurodivergent scholars whose scholarship is focused on crea-
tive methods in relation to race, class and Black subjectivities (Arday, 2021; Lewis &
Ofori-Addo, 2022—present; Lewis et al., 2017-2019; Lewis et al., 2019-2022; Mobeen
et al., 2023). In our conversations — shaped by Black feminist thought, which intention-
ally connects theory to praxis — we engage reflexively with our own disciplinary training,
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swinging between our own lived experiences of marginalisation and how we process
these matters sociologically as neurodivergent scholars.

The complex interplay in the production of scholarship within the broad remit of
sociologies of social justice, race and neurodiversity demonstrates that the personal is
the political and is the academic (Erdmans, 2007). As sociologists, we need to pay atten-
tion to how professional and academic processes risk replicating the very structures we
seek to expose and explore. For this reason, our discussions reveal the need for sociol-
ogy, in particular, to take seriously the ways race and neurodiversity intensify structur-
ally produced power dynamics in relation to knowledge production.

This is a theoretical contribution to the burgeoning body of Black scholarship in dis-
ability studies on the politics of neurodiversity and the varying social (and racial) repro-
ductions that this continues to generate. We demonstrate how Black subjectivities, racism
and ableism — already informed by the whitening of disability politics — are in fact facili-
tated by the racialisation of neurotypical hegemony (see later section).?

Crucially, our assertions grapple with our heightened sense of feeling, informed by
the combination of neurodiversity, racism and ableism, which does not hinder our schol-
arly abilities, but rather demonstrates that as Black neurodivergent sociologists, we '/l see
things they’ll never see.’

The politics of neurodiversity in UKHE

Although we are both now academics, we began our journeys as students. In this section,
therefore, we offer a brief history and contemporary mapping of disability and the stu-
dent experience as a foundation for our sociological reflections, which situates Black
subjective engagement with the politics of neurodiversity and the racialisation of neuro-
typical hegemony.

The 1995 Disabilities Discrimination Act made it illegal for educational institutions
to discriminate against disabled students, providing leaders and practitioners with a legal
obligation to engage purposefully with the politics of ‘reasonable adjustment’ (Disabilities
Discrimination Act, 1995; Madriaga et al., 2011; Pollak, 2009). These structural mecha-
nisms for adjusting metrics for neurodivergent students have generated a more inclusive
student experience and many practitioners, teachers, parents and charities have put pres-
sure on institutions and governments, both to promote the inclusion of disabled students
and to engage with their needs (for example, ADHD Babes, n.d.; National Autistic
Society, n.d.; The Donaldson Trust, n.d.). Alongside this development, scholars of disa-
bility (for example, Pollak, 2009) have explored the cultural and structural shift in aware-
ness, inclusivity and funding for neurodivergent students in Higher Education Institutions
(HEISs). Pollak states that this cultural turn has predominantly provided for the needs of
dyslexic students (Borland & James, 1999). However, a combination of flexible study,
better representation and a general move towards student support services has improved
understanding of neurological difference across a broad spectrum, and with this the need
to provide a variety of ways to learn.

The broad definition of reasonable adjustment requires practitioners to consider that
a student’s way of learning and communicating may be demonstrably impacted by their
neurodivergent trait(s), which highlights the way that traditional measures of educational
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success and achievement have systematically excluded neurodivergent students, and
framed our ways of being, learning and engaging as marginal, inferior and in some
instances as ‘simply odd’ (Pollak, 2009). Though there has clearly been some progress in
the inclusion of disabled students, the motivation to create a socially just (Goodley,
2007) education system is clearly haunted by university cultures founded and grounded
in racist, classist and ableist exclusions in the name of hierarchies of excellence and the
inequitable systems that favour able-bodiedness and neurotypicality remain intact.

Madriaga et al. (2011, p. 907) argue that the politics of pedagogical marginalisation
experienced by disabled students in particular has been nothing less than a continuous
institutional endorsement of eugenics. The concentration on pedagogies that prioritise
the experience of non-disabled students has reproduced a culture of normalcy embedded
in an everyday eugenics that sees ‘defects’ or ‘impairments’ as the antithesis of the ideal
student (p. 902). Extensive quantitative and qualitative sociological research on disabled
students and inclusivity (Giroux, 2003; Goodley, 2007; Madriaga, 2007; Runswick-
Cole, 2014) has stressed that embedded negative attitudes towards neurological differ-
ence now require critical pedagogies that value a socially just framework and reject
normative ideations of academic excellence. Inspired by Goodley’s (2007) notion of
‘socially just pedagogies’, we reflect here on our experiences as Black neurodivergent
sociologists — a purposive statement of our civic obligation to value all students and staff.

There is also the issue of the university space and the politics of neurodiversity
becoming a potential proxy for neoliberal policy agendas in teaching, learning and
research. On the subject of autism advocacy, neoliberalism and commodification,
Runswick-Cole states that ‘autism [becomes] bought and sold in the marketplace of aca-
demia in courses, conferences, research centres and published research’ (Runswick-Cole,
2014, p. 1125). Further, Mallett and Runswick-Cole (2012) stress that there are limita-
tions, and at times dangers, in a politics of neurodiversity that operates alongside the
politics of representation within the confines of the neoliberal university. Runswick-Cole
is clear that in neoliberal times, the politics of neurodiversity, and more specifically of
autism advocacy, is often at risk of perpetuating normative iterations of sameness and
difference. This in turn reproduces a discourse of the valued subject (see later section).
Drawing attention to (and at times individualising) neurodivergent people risks creating
a culture where those deemed different are beyond reproach (‘blame the brain’)
(Runswick-Cole, 2014, p. 1123), whilst also producing discourses that commodify neu-
rological difference through a focus on (our) ‘extraordinary capabilities’ (Jefferies &
Ahmed, 2022, p. 637). Such capabilities function as a distraction from the need to thor-
oughly interrogate the omnipresence of neurotypical hegemony in society.

Our analysis in this article transcends, as well as building on, ideas of inclusion and
the student experience to consider how feasible it is for socially just frameworks to be
applied at the level of teaching and research for academic staff. Put simply, the teachers
who are structurally susceptible to reproducing ‘the pervasiveness of normalcy’
(Madriaga et al., 2011, p. 902) in academia are our peers, reviewers, colleagues and
managers. Are the people around us ready to dismantle the socially and academically
endorsed synergies between neurotypical hegemony, academic excellence and the work-
ings of race? In the next section we explain how we are attending to the politics of
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neurodiversity through a theoretical engagement with the social reproduction of neuro-
typical hegemony in civil society.

Racialisation of neurotypical hegemony: Civil society,
consent and Black subjectivity

The social reproduction of race and ableism through a combination of different forms of
physical, mental and neurological (dis)ability is being increasingly exposed and critiqued
by Black disability scholars who bring together these multifaced issues. While disability
scholars have theoretically and practically outlined the hegemonic and normative domi-
nance of ableism, Black studies scholars have asserted that the intricate marginalisation
of Black life relies on the social functioning of anti-Blackness. Theri Pickens (2019)
attempts to unite Black studies with disability studies by addressing the co-production of
(white) racism and ableism. Though our empirical reflections do not utilise Pickens’ lens
of Black madness as a disruption to enlightenment-driven rationality, our approach is
influenced by her emphasis on a dialogical engagement with the sociologically informed
disciplines of Black studies and disability studies (Pickens, 2019). Echoing the argu-
ments of the critical disabilities scholar and autistic sociologist Radulski about neuro-
typical hegemony, our theoretical formulation proposes that it is particularly pervasive as
a result of the operationalising of consent in civil society simultaneously with the work-
ings of race (Hall et al., 1978). In this way, our theorisation of the racialisation of neuro-
typical hegemony relies on two key structural processes that generate double jeopardy
for the Black neurodivergent (Fierros & Conroy, 2002). Firstly, our emphasis on hegem-
ony when attending to the social processes in which neurotypicality is pervasive draws
on the scholarship of both Gramsci (1971) and Hall (1986), in that it is (socially) pro-
duced within civil society. Civil society is maintained by the ways in which key social
institutions (media, education and religion) become integral to the formation of people’s
identities, which ultimately contribute to the conditioning of ideological power that regu-
lates ideas, values and social norms. Hegemony negates the need for coercive control in
civil society; it merely requires ongoing investment in the protection and reproduction of
ideologies that preserve power. Crucially, hegemony devises the most socially sanc-
tioned (neurotypical) position in civil society with the consent of those who accomplish,
as well as those who are denied, this most-tolerated status (Hall, 1986) (see section on
‘Being neurodivergent in the academy’ below). A vital component of neurotypical
hegemony is also the way racialised boundaries of neurology (or eugenics) have both
historically and in the present generated an active struggle to establish racisms and nega-
tive racialisation as normative and common sense.

The collision of neurotypical hegemony with race drives social processes that gener-
ate hegemonic cultures, so that civil society routinely consents to normative iterations of
disability and neurodiversity. In this way, Leonardo and Broderick (2011) suggest, the
intersection of racism and ableism requires an engagement with whiteness and disability
as well as race, to show how racial hierarchies are sustained by the uncontested marking
of white people as either smart (abled) or requiring more care (disabled). The ways in
which these processes become normative initiate the racialisation of neurotypical
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hegemony. Neurotypical hegemony is a multi-racialised issue that also marginalises
white neurodivergents, although it is heightened for negatively racialised people by the
way race functions to dehumanise, thus generating double jeopardy.

Sociology’s exclusion of Black thought

In the production of sociological knowledge, as well as the professional cultures that
make ‘the sociologist’, the existing racialised exclusion of Black intellectual thought
must be considered alongside the politics of neurodiversity and neurotypical hegemony.
Historically, the whitening of sociological knowledge has been (and remains), coupled to
and fuelled by the subordination of Black scholarship (Arday et al., 2021). To illustrate
some of the ways that the pioneers of Black scholarship were intellectually ostracised,
we need look no further than its founding father — W. E. B. Du Bois — whose work was
routinely overlooked and omitted by (white) sociologists (Bhambra & Holmwood,
2021). Even the rich history of Black feminist praxis and theory has frequently been
positioned as marginal — specifically by a general lack of citation (Smith, 2018). The
ongoing struggle for value and recognition for Black scholars is a fight for physical as
well as intellectual inclusion in the paid scholarly workforce. But the more generalised
exclusion of Black scholars from sociology demonstrates that being both Black and neu-
rodivergent requires multiple engagements with critique that has not only already posi-
tioned our expertise as marginal, but which also considers our ways of thinking, doing
and communicating scholarship to be inferior.

Research on the sociology of race, education and disability has begun to address the
particularities of our experiences as Black neurodivergent sociologists in UKHE (Coard,
1971; Leonardo & Broderick, 2011). Cultures of institutionalised education in the UK
provide the context for a discussion about race and neurodiversity in the academic work-
place (in schools as well as higher education) that maps our trajectories as Black school-
children, university students and academic staff — showing how the system has
overexposed us (as well as many before and after) to the sharper inequities of the opera-
tion of race and class, an experience intensified by being neurodivergent (Blanchett,
2006). As we outline later, being Black sociologists with multiple neurodivergent traits
who have embarked on schooling, study and work in a highly neurotypical discipline and
education system has paved the way for what Fierros and Conroy (2002) call ‘double
jeopardy’ in our adult lives, where we have each had to negotiate everyday a toxic fusion
of racism and neurotypical hegemony.

Black feminist methodologies: Dialogical knowledge
production and collaborative autoethnography

Much of our discussion below is framed by the Black feminist tradition of dialogue,
openness and critique. Extending the range of contributions understood as acceptably
scholarly is often misconstrued as a dilution of knowledge production, whereas we are
— by contrast — interested in enhancing our projects by including different ways of know-
ing and sharing. The rigour, critique and evaluative frameworks for understanding the
social world that come from our academic training remain at the centre of our request for
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a more inclusive scholarly space for neurodivergent people. To go beyond traditional
ways — or neurotypical ways — of teaching and researching should not be seen as a
betrayal of intellectualism but as a defence of intellectual fluidity. As bell hooks notes:

Our solidarity must be affirmed by shared belief in a spirit of intellectual openness that
celebrates diversity, welcomes dissent, and rejoices in collective dedication to truth. (hooks,
2006, p. 33)

Though hooks was not explicitly referring to Black neurodivergent sociologists, the
guiding principle of this quote is value and respect for the fluidity of intellectualism. Her
illustration of intellectual openness is one that is always already engaged with by schol-
ars and practitioners dedicated to resisting some of the exclusionary and limiting ways of
communicating knowledge that we stress can be unwelcoming to neurodiverse scholars.
Though these creative practices have always existed, neurodivergent forms of knowl-
edge production have not been given the same kudos as knowledge produced within the
parameters of neurotypical sociological thought. Furthermore, these processes are
embedded in existing exclusionary cycles that are also racialised.

Our collective reflections on negotiating race and neurodiversity began when we met
in 2018. In 2022, we began collating and recording our discussions, which form the basis
of the empirical sections below. These conversations are grounded in our friendship, as
well as in our experience of producing research and interventions together. Lewis is a
Black and white mixed-race woman with Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder
(ADHD), dyspraxia and dyslexia. Arday is a Black man with a form of hybrid autism,
Asperger’s syndrome* and global developmental delay, and is also dyslexic. Both authors
are employed as academics in UKHE.

A key motive for discussing our own experiences as neurodivergent sociologists is
that existing research and anecdotal reflections point to a pattern of general whitening of
how we understand neurodiversity in academia more broadly (Leonardo & Broderick,
2011). Of course, white, or non-Black neurodivergent sociologists must also contend
with the eugenic normalcy associated with academic excellence, but within this there are
clearly stratifications conditioned by a structurally sponsored hierarchy that is both
racialised and classed. This matters for whose voices are prioritised when it comes to
critical reflections about neurotypical hegemony in scholarship. Thus, we assert that
even when discussing the inequity in education experienced by all neurodivergent peo-
ple, the sector still prioritises whiteness (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011). The multifaceted
politics of neurodiversity demonstrates how race and disability become silenced by
whiteness (Lentin, 2020). Put simply, we assert that the racialised hierarchy of disability
has marginalised Black neurodivergents through discourses that centre myths about
intelligence, deviance and meritocracy. We have attempted to resist these processes by
using our Black and neurodivergent voices as the basis of our methodological approach.

Black feminist methodologies and praxis provide useful dialogical tools with which
to examine sociology’s readiness to embrace Blackness and neurodivergence together.
Our lived experiences and troubles are both personal and political; at their core is a desire
for these sociological reflections about race, neurodiversity and the academy to be incor-
porated into strategies for social research and knowledge production (Combahee River
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Collective, 1977/2015; Parnell-Berry & Michel, 2020). This should not be misinter-
preted. It is not about focusing exclusively on the individualised plight of the Black
neurodivergent academic, but more about showing how our own experiences can con-
tribute to a structurally focused analysis of the way neurotypical-ness becomes institu-
tionally synonymous with academic excellence. For us, and for others like us who find it
exceptionally challenging to feel grounded in an (academic) intellectual home, we stress
that reckoning with the structural and social forces in academia that overindulge neuro-
typical ways of doing and being scholars, requires a centring of the voices of those rou-
tinely excluded from these processes. We see our exclusion as functioning to serve the
elitist nature of our disciplines — even among people who research, and claim to be
concerned with how marginality is reproduced.

For our intervention on neurodiversity and the academy, we firstly employ the Black
feminist tradition of exploring how our lived experiences of the social world help us
formulate and respond to complex issues of marginalisation by utilising Patricia Hill
Collins’ (2012) dialogical knowledge production. This is grounded in C. Wright Mills’
sociological imagination, which incorporates the social world, history and biography in
conversation (Mills, 1959). Collins addresses the need for an engaged scholarship of
theory, praxis and dialogue (Collins, 2012, p. 14), which we interpret in practice by cen-
tring extracts and analysis from our recorded conversations and WhatsApp voice notes
containing our memories of our experiences as both students and staff (Lewis, 2020). We
focus primarily on the ways that the racialisation of neurotypical hegemony has inter-
sected with our position as Black sociologists in UKHE. Our reflections are the result of
a friendship founded on the academic work we have undertaken together (Leading
Routes, n.d.; Williams et al., 2019), to learn and build from that which we are able to
vocalise together.

In addition to incorporating the possibilities of dialogical knowledge production in
our discussion of race and neurodiversity in UKHE as an example of the plurality of
marginalisation across the academy, we have also partly engaged with autoethnographic
methods. We draw on existing research that centres interpretive, critical and personal
interventions in social life to explore how the interpersonal interacts with marginalising
structures in society (Boylorn & Orbe, 2014; Denzin, 2014). In this way, dialogical and
autoethnographic methods not only allowed us to reflect on how we act and feel in soci-
ety, but also presented opportunities to develop layers of consciousness that focused on
how we come to know and be in the world (Adams et al., 2013; Brown-Vincent, 2019).
While the example of autoethnographers like Toyosaki (2018), who drew on his own
experience of racism in a predominantly white university, showed how we could contrib-
ute to dialogues about the emotional toll of inequity, the method also offered space for us
to become storytellers of hope. In this respect, Holman Jones contends that the approaches
embedded in autoethnography allow us to show how we survived and are surviving the
complex structures that stratify our existence (Holman Jones et al., 2013). Although the
crux of our analysis here is intended to offer some critical interventions on whether soci-
ology is ready to embrace neurodiversity, we must also include and reconcile the fact of
our employment as scholars. Dialogical knowledge production, coupled with the autoeth-
nographic approach, allows our memories and reflections to provide a starting point for
richer descriptions and insights into how neurotypical hegemony and race affect what it
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means to be a scholar. Our discussions therefore centre some of the ways the institutional
cultures and structures of the neurotypical academy have impacted our trajectories as
Black neurodivergent sociologists. Our empirical focus on our own experiences will
enable many other neurodiverse staff and students (who will have similar experiences of
the stagnant nature of neurotypical ways of producing knowledge) to relate to much of
what we have to say. Above all, our ambition is to contribute to scholarship that demon-
strates the value of incorporating singular anecdotal reflections, alongside ‘detailing,
describing and analysing multiple narratives’ (Arday, 2019, p. 149) in relation to how
race and neurodiversity intersect in UKHE.

Being neurodivergent in the academy

Adaptation: Masking and camouflaging

Being neurodivergent requires constant negotiation with the hegemonic and cultural
domination of a neurotypical society (Belek, 2022). For autistic individuals, it is com-
monly held that navigating social life is achieved through a combination of ‘masking’
and ‘camouflaging’ (Miller et al., 2021; Sasson et al., 2017). Radulski (2022) notes
that camouflaging involves presenting outwardly as ‘non-autistic’, while masking is
the internal process of noticing autistic traits in oneself and acting to conceal them
(Radulski, 2022, p. 2). Crucially, this concealment of autistic traits for the benefit of
non-autistic people has been linked with stress, mental illness and suicidality (Cage &
Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Radulski, 2022). Although only one of us is autistic, the pro-
cess and consequences of camouflaging and masking was one fundamental aspect of
our dialogue. Indeed, both authors narrated that ‘adaptation’, or outwardly working
towards being perceived as scholarly, prevented them from being their authentic selves
in the workplace:

My biggest issue in academia is having to hide my autism. Turning up to work and hiding my
autism. For example, 90% of the time I don t know what is going on but I am having to pretend
1 know what is going on. And I don't understand what people are saying. So because of the
processing delay it takes me ages to understand. But normally I understand about two days
after the meeting and the context is gone. What restricts me professionally speaking is that I just
can t be myself. (Arday)

Here, Arday recalls how challenging it is to understand the way people communicate at
work. Because it may take him several days to process and understand what is being
asked of him in a particular conversation — to camouflage, mask and finally to compre-
hend — he cannot simply be himself at work. As Bagatell (2007) notes, for autistic indi-
viduals — and others with neurodivergent traits — identity construction occurs through
processes of socialisation inscribed by the institutions we have to engage with. Arday’s
description of the challenges of camouflaging and masking, which are intrinsic to his
ongoing feelings of disjuncture at work, are summed up in Bagatell’s account of the dif-
ficulties faced by autistic people: ‘constructing identities [is therefore] . . . a process that
requires ingenuity, creativity and much hard work’ (Bagatell, 2007, p. 414).
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If I think about the workplace, as in the academy, it’s kind of just spoken about in a way which
ignores it. I don t necessarily need extra support but I do need space to be different. (Lewis)

There is nothing inbuilt within our everyday work life as neurodivergent academics that
considers how our processing, understanding, working at desired paces is difficult . . . there is
rarely modification for us. (Arday)

Keeping in mind Bagatell’s note on how adapting the self is intrinsic to the everyday
lives and identity construction of neurodivergent individuals, the authors’ reflections on
the lack of space and absence of modifications for their neurodiversity in the workplace
are poignant. In spite of substantial progress in inclusive teaching and learning (Pollak,
2009), there continues to be a disconnect between the student environment and the acad-
emy with which neurodivergent staff are faced. When we re-listened to our conversations
about the impact on our senses of self of navigating the neurotypical hegemony that
dominates most of our social interactions in the workplace, we were struck by how little
consideration is given to our differing needs as employees, in spite of it being profession-
ally known among our peers, colleagues and superiors that we have multiple neurodiver-
gent traits. This is not to negate the very real ways in which designated departments and
teams within the university have generated more inclusive cultures for neurodivergent
individuals, but simply to contend that many everyday procedures in academic life (writ-
ing, teaching and researching, conversation, reviewing, being reviewed and collaborat-
ing) continue to be shaped by neurotypical hegemony.

Racialisation of adaptation and double jeopardy

Black academics in UK institutions are hampered by structural and interpersonal pro-
cesses of anti-Blackness that expose us to systematic exclusion and co-option, while
presenting superficially inclusive policies that tokenise our scholarly endeavours as
homogeneous and inferior (Johnson et al., 2018). Black participation in academic
scholarship often relies on personal and professional concessions that deplete our men-
tal health (Wallace et al., 2016), can make us more likely to be precariously employed
(Arday, 2021; Rollock, 2021) and routinely require ongoing negotiation with racist
micro-aggressions that contribute to producing environments that thwart our career
progression (Arday, 2022; Pilkington, 2013; Shilliam, 2014). The Black scholar Ellis
Walker (2022) has gone as far as generating an ongoing Twitter thread to ensure there
is a live record of the locations of Black academics in the UK and their areas of
research. Below, as we reflect on our attempts to navigate higher education as Black
neurodivergent sociologists, we take into account the overall situation of Black aca-
demics, which helps show how the various processes of adaptation to neurotypical
hegemony interact with race; or rather, what our collective reflections tell us about the
politics of neurodiversity.

When we listened back to the sections of our transcripts focused on the everyday and
mundane aspects of being academic staff (meetings on- and off-line, answering emails,
writing, researching, teaching and conversations with students and colleagues) we were
instantly aware of how our position as employed sociologists interacted with race. We
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turn next to the omnipresence of race and the way that the challenge of camouflaging our
neurodiversity (to adapt to a neurotypical environment) is continually racialised.

Not being able to be myself and being Black can sometimes be exhausting. I wouldn 't say they
are mutually exclusive, but sometimes it feels like my Blackness and autism make things feel
impossible. (Arday)

A predominantly white, Eurocentric and highly neurotypical sector engenders rigid cul-
tures that define what and who is considered scholarly. Reconsidering Arday’s comment
on the connection between race and neurodiversity made space for a cathartic discussion
of an intrinsic aspect of our day-to-day lives — the racialisation of our ways of doing,
being and becoming sociologists. In our methodological process of dialogical knowledge
production, and heeding Black feminist scholarship attentive to the connection between
theory and praxis, we collectively considered how existing literature on race, and white-
ness in particular, could help us to interpret and unravel how our own neurodiversity and
that of many other Black scholars becomes negatively racialised. These reflections were
also inspired by Radulski (2022), who highlights the connections between race, neurodi-
versity and whiteness as an opportunity for those engaged in disability studies to take
seriously the intersectional nature of adapting to neurotypical hegemony (see also
Crenshaw, 1991). For example, in a critical discourse analysis of the activist social media
campaign #Takethemaskoff, Radulski analysed 58 tweets that used this hashtag by 44
self-identified neurominority individuals, to explore the social drivers and consequences
of masking and camouflaging in everyday life. She highlighted one tweet from a self-
identifying Black and autistic individual who was continuously perplexed by the infrac-
tions of whiteness and neurotypical hegemony, whilst also struggling to be accepted by
‘my peers and my people’ (Radulski, 2022, p. 10). Similarly, Arday is clear about how
the racialisation of his autism transcends whiteness:

If we take the concept of code-switching for Black people and then put in addition to that our
previous points about masking . . . its all so difficult. Performing the version of Blackness they
want us to do — and this comes from everyone and not just white people. And then we actually
have to make sure we understand what is happening. It'’s a daily minefield. And the key thing
here is the time and energy it takes us. Race and neurodiversity together is exhausting. (Arday)

Arday adds code-switching to the adaptations some Black neurodivergent people negoti-
ate in the context of neurotypical hegemony in academia. Code-switching refers to the
ways that Black people moderate their cultural and dialectical behaviours and manner-
isms to fit the expectations of the dominant (white) majority (Myers, 2020; Seymour &
Seymour, 1979). This process of performing racialised dialects while adapting to neuro-
typical hegemony as Black neurodivergent sociologists sharply resembles Franz Fanon’s
(1986) description of the process and impact of constructing a Black self in relation to
the dominance of whiteness. In Black Skins, White Masks, Fanon outlined how the pro-
cess of understanding oneself in relation to whiteness is about identifying how the white
gaze positions Blackness through representations of racialised subjugation and inferior-
ity. Using the notion of a ‘racial epidermal schema’, Fanon stated that the white
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imagination of Blackness was shaped by ‘a thousand details, anecdotes and stories’
(Fanon, 1986, p. 84). These connections and examples of a form of ‘double conscious-
ness’, as critically conceptualised by W. E. B Du Bois (1903/1961) and later Gilroy
(2001), Yancy (2017) and Joseph-Salisbury (2018), demonstrate how Black people can
become acutely aware of how they are being racialised in relation to whiteness.

We are reluctant to add neurodiversity to race scholarship here as simply a third strand
of analysis. Social concepts, labels and constructions are seldom complete, and it would
do a disservice to the capacity for race to adapt and change, as well as endorsing restric-
tive definitions of the spectrum of neurodiversity to suggest that Black neurodivergent
individuals negotiate a ‘tripled consciousness’. Instead, we argue that the process of
performing and adhering to the white gaze through our double consciousness is intensi-
fied by neurodiversity. As Fierros and Conroy (2002) note, Black people with disabilities
experience double jeopardy and are more likely to be restricted, segregated and
marginalised.

Considering the very specific terrain of race, neurodiversity and sociology (and the
academy), our reflections about our (Black) sense of self relate to an ongoing negotiation
with the homogenisation and tokenisation of Blackness (in spite of our inherent hetero-
geneity as Black diasporians) while simultaneously reckoning with a lack of structural
and interpersonal modification that takes account of our neurodiversity.

The personal violations caused by performing double consciousness are deepened by
racism and ableism. In this way, we suggest, there are ongoing social, personal and pro-
fessional consequences of race and neurotypical hegemony, through which our Blackness
and neurodivergence expose us to an ongoing negotiation with the prospect of double
jeopardy. Put simply, in the academic arena we must negotiate racialisation and neuro-
typical hegemony, both of which have an impact on the construction of the ideal scholar.

The academy celebrates white neurodivergent people very differently. And in a very visible way.
There are definitely a lot more neurodiverse Black academics than we realise but I don't think
we are given the same space to be authentic because we are already on the front line battling
racism and all its professional manifestations in the workplace. (Lewis)

People who label autism or neurodiversity do it through a very white lens. I do genuinely feel
like there is more space to talk and be accepting of white people with autism than Black people.
(Arday)

The quotations above begin to position how neurodiversity and the idea of academic
value, or excellence, is both racialised and, crucially, whitened. As Lorde (1984/2019)
argues, whiteness exists to assign race to others, functioning to dominate, subjugate and
present itself in mythical form (1984/2019, p. 116). Relatedly, Leonardo and Broderick
(2011) note that presenting disability through a normative (white) lens means that those
racialised as white and (dis)abled are more likely to be given the space, care and support
they need in educational institutions.

Our reflective dialogue was often a collaborative effort to examine the racialisation of
neurotypical hegemony, the dominance of whiteness and how neurodivergence in gen-
eral is marginalised in academia. Disability and neurodivergence generate racialised
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hierarchies of subordination, but both authors also recognised that this messy and com-
plicated work of naming whiteness in particular becomes even more challenging while
neurodivergent scholars racialised as white are also navigating neurotypical hegemony.
That Black people have historically and consistently been presented as educationally
subnormal means that conversations about neurological difference continue to risk per-
petuating the idea of racial inferiority. Thus, we contend that double jeopardy, or the
synergy between race and neurodivergence, is a neglected topic of enquiry.

Value: Elitism, meritocracy and academic excellence

Peer review

While we have explored the perversions of both neurotypical hegemony and the racial-
isation of neurodivergence, the combination of both neurological and racialised exclu-
sion clearly highlights what is even now positioned as valuable scholarship. In this
way, our discussion so far is responsive to Skeggs’ (2014) note that the ubiquity of
value in social life shrinks our sociological imagination, and though value is ‘primarily
monetized’, ‘values ... are moral, cultural, qualitative and difficult to measure’
(Skeggs, 2014, p. 3). Skeggs contends that the historical structuring of race, gender and
class that assign value to people and their projects reproduces ideas about ‘What is
proper? what is the proper thing to do? Who is the proper person to do it?” (p. 13).
Further, the value assigned to neurotypical hegemony in UKHE is built on a history of
racialised, classed and ableist notions of academic excellence (Madriaga et al., 2011).
The false equivalence between academic excellence and value has been stressed by
scholars of mental disability, like Price (2011), as situated in the academy’s pervasive
and cultural conjoining of ‘able-mindedness’ with rationality. What is considered
‘proper’ academic scholarship, or who is considered scholarly, is socially reproduced
through institutional cultures (knowledge production and collegiality) that prioritise
narrow framings of academic excellence as normative, ordinary and of course, of
greatest value:

Something I think is really interesting is what we value in academia. Thinking about metrics,
thinking about citation. And thinking about citation and peer review. One thing that
neurodivergent people experience — especially people with autism and ADHD — we have a
heightened sense of feeling. This isn t that we can t handle getting reviewed or getting critiqued.
It is an important part of our job to be reviewed, but this experience is so much more intense if
you are neurodivergent. People will just say oh you are being fragile or sensitive and I am like,
no, I literally have a different brain to you. I feel things in a much different way. (Lewis)

Here, Lewis explores the connection between value, peer review and emotional deregu-
lation. Emotional deregulation can be a prevalent feature of ADHD, impeding an indi-
vidual’s capacity to ‘select, attend to, and appraise emotionally arousing stimuli’ (Shaw
et al., 2014, p. 276). But while critique and peer review remain essential components of
knowledge production, this is embedded in cultures that favour neurotypical hegemony.
Lewis continued:
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1 think sometimes the language use and lack of camaraderie in the reviewing process is a very
neurotypical way of engaging in critique. Neurodivergent people are not fragile but we feel
these reviews in different ways and process them differently. It s like we need a complete revisit
of the reviewing process. Not to make it easier, but to make the process more accustomed to
neurodivergence. This could relate to care, timings, communication, delivery — ultimately
things that would improve the experience for everyone. (Lewis)

We emphasised above that our focus on the impact of neurotypical hegemony on neuro-
divergent individuals is concerned with intellectual fluidity rather than an engagement
with anti-intellectualism. Both authors’ narratives of the pursuit of academic credibility
(including the production of peer-reviewed scholarship) emphasised the challenge of
mitigating certain neurodivergent sensitivities. As Black sociologists, these sensitivities
are not about our personal feelings, but relate to the complex interplay of racism, ableism
and the production of scholarship on matters related to social justice, of which we have
lived experience.

Further, Lewis’s recommendations need to be considered in the context of the neoliberal
university where funding, job security and the time allocated to produce scholarship have
become intrinsically tied to the narrow framings of research impact (REF)’ and teaching
standards (TEF).® While the marketised and neoliberal terrain of UKHE has become satu-
rated with insecurity, individualism and uncertainty (Davies, 2000), sociologists such as
Billig (2013) point out that the auditing of the university has become a ‘a culture of boast-
ing’ (2013, p. 24). Unprofessional peer review can be a cruel process of unsubstantiated
critique, and scientists such as Silbiger and Stubler (2019) report that these cultures dispro-
portionately harm the career progression of underrepresented groups in academia. Both
authors felt that the way neurological difference and race are both represented and excluded
intensifies these matters for Black neurodivergent scholars. As Arday put it:

The people govern the subjects. It's the people who create the subjects and disciplines. And
quite frankly it is these people in general who are not empathetic of neurodiversity. If you do
not pass their academic standards, you are disposable. And look, the nature of elitism in the
academy doesn t give neurotypical people much margin of error but clearly it’s going to give
Black neurodivergents even less. Its like you would need every academic and every editorial
board to make sure they were completely cognisant of the modifications needed for
neurodivergence. And to be honest, the same premise could be used for racism. It comes back
to our earlier points about Blackness and neurodivergence. We aren't adequately represented
on editorial boards and then the processes within publishing are not considerate of how our
brains work differently. It is a lot to manage. (Arday)

Arday succinctly connects the varying exclusions faced by Black neurodiverse scholars
to knowledge production, noting the lack of collegial empathy among the scholarly com-
munity for the different ways in which neurodivergent brains function, especially when
these are exacerbated by the need to negotiate with racism.

The failure to value Black scholarship in UKHE

1t comes back to value. We know Black scholarship is consistently marginalised and we know
neurodivergence further complicates this for us as Black academics. (Lewis)



Lewis and Arday 1313

The sporadic and tokenised value assigned to Black scholarship in UKHE remains inad-
equate. Further, the systemic processes of exclusion are particularly pertinent within
sociology — a discipline grounded in the interrogation of the structures that produce the
social reproduction(s) of society. Our reflections as Black sociologists are informed by
the times in which we write, where we see little reason for these exclusions to remain
intact. Put simply, sociologists should know better and should be recognising the various
professional and scholarly processes that reproduce specific inequities for Black schol-
ars. In the same way that unequal access and student success for Black students perme-
ates the entire academic pipeline (Leading Routes, n.d), the few Black academic staff
who acquire academic positions of prestige and authority in UKHE are a challenge for
the sector as a whole. The scholarly positions we are referring to here pay attention to
publishing record, research grants, inclusion on editorial boards and senior leadership
positions in return for security of employment (Arday, 2022). Sociologists of education
contend that to truly rupture the inequity experienced by Black students and staff in the
university requires cultural, structural and interpersonal engagement with policies that
centre social justice frameworks (Bhopal, 2022). For this reason, the relationship between
institutional racism and neurotypical hegemony was a constant point of contention for
both authors. Our penultimate point of discussion relates to how the myth of meritocracy
and what and who is considered of value create a culture in which elitism and neurotypi-
cal hegemony become synonymous.

Following themes already discussed above, both authors were concerned about the
racialisation of what is considered to be valuable scholarly endeavour, alongside racism
and ablism.

The myth of meritocracy and elitism are the enemy of neurodiversity. We work in these elitist
structures that frame excellence in a very specific way which isn't very neurodivergent friendly.
You gotta think some neurodivergent people have been beaten by elitism before they 've even
gotten to university. Think about this if you are Black too. (Arday)

Arday poignantly expresses a neurodivergent scholar’s daily negotiation with neurotypi-
cal hegemony and normative modes of doing scholarship. Modes of knowledge produc-
tion, social interaction and teaching methods favour students and staff who have had a
more linear engagement with education institutions (Arday, 2019). Being beaten down
by framings of academic excellence that reward measures of achievement that centre
neurotypicality is only intensified by negative racialisation. Just as Lorde (1984/2019)
contends that whiteness presents in a mythical form to stratify social life, we stress that
the discursive relationship between meritocracy, value and academic excellence, and its
capacity to present as normative, ordinary and virtuous is incredibly challenging, espe-
cially for Black neurodivergent scholars.

For Black, neurodivergent academic staff, notions of academic excellence set by elit-
ist and meritocratic principles become a two-fold challenge. First, the systematic exclu-
sion of both neurotypical and neurodivergent Black scholars and their scholarship in
UKHE is intrinsically linked to what has historically been seen as valuable in academia.
Secondly, Black neurodivergent scholars experience double jeopardy. And while in many
ways these discussions transcend the workings of race, racism and UKHE’s inability to
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provide linear academic career progression for Black scholars will continue to negatively
affect a mode of knowledge production inclusive of neurodiversity. For Black neurodi-
vergent scholars to be seen, received and understood as heterogeneous scholars against
the backdrop of the combined history of structured eugenics and racism is where the
challenge lies.

‘We are the exceptions, not the rule’: On embracing
neurodiversity

The premise of this article evolved from our dialogue about managing and negotiating
the politics of neurodiversity as Black sociologists in UKHE. By situating our lived
experiences in the context of existing structures that favour neurotypical hegemony, our
critical reflections have been attentive to our everyday lives as Black neurodivergent
sociologists, asking how do/did we get through it? Here, we turn to Back’s reminder of
the continued significance of everyday life, or how, ‘it makes us take the mundane seri-
ously and ask what is at stake in our daily encounters with neighbours or the people we
brush past at the bus stop. It also means we have to think about the wider spectrum of life
experiences from the despair and social damage to the ordinary triumphs of getting by’
(2015, p. 821). Everyday life as Black neurodiverse scholars is about adapting, but has
also meant becoming more dynamic, creative and innovative in our scholarship (see
Arday, 2019; Lewis et al., 2017-2019; Williams et al., 2019). So, finally, we focus on
some of the ways we have responded to the racialisation of neurotypical hegemony by
developing our voices, or scholarship that goes beyond the narrow confines of academic
excellence. We now contend that in spite of our contentions about how race and neurodi-
versity interact, our sociological pursuits overall have been enhanced by our neurodiver-
gence. We see our scholarship as responsive to Mills’ (1959) sociological imagination,
but also as an example of public sociology (Burawoy, 2005):

1 do think that neurodivergent people prove time and time again to have differing perspectives
that come through the backdoor rather than the front. I think some of our strengths lie in our
ability to communicate about society in creative ways. (Lewis)

It is Lewis’s emphasis here on differing perspectives and creativity which is of impor-
tance for the future of embracing all neurodivergent scholars. Arday followed the above
with this statement about both authors’ career trajectories:

1 think for you and I, through work, connections and luck we have managed to carve out some
spaces for our neurodiversity to flourish within the academy — but I do not think this is the
norm. If we look over the past five years for us professionally, we have been able to work in
ways that subvert the elitist norms of the academy and the best example of this is definitely [the
podcast] Surviving Society. (Arday)

Both authors are clear that despite earlier contentions on the perils of neurotypical
hegemony, the fact that they have flourished in academia has been the exception rather
than the rule. Arday then signals the importance of the ability to subvert elitist norms,
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and points to the success of a project co-created by Lewis (2020). Both authors are part
of a broad coalition of educators who contribute to the long tradition of Black and anti-
racist education movements and initiatives in Britain (Leading Routes, n.d.; The
Runnymede Trust, n.d.; The Ubele Initiative, n.d.) that have democratised knowledge
and styles of teaching and learning that resist hierarchy, boundaries and elitism:

Does Surviving Society provide you a vehicle to be yourself as a sociologist? (Arday)

1 think so. But I think one of the most interesting aspects of it is seeing how shocked people are
at the concept of doing scholarship that goes beyond what they have traditionally seen as
valuable. And its interesting to see people’s objections to subverting how things have been
done before. I think overall people like what we do and I think it is one of many examples of
embracing neurodivergent ways of doing scholarship. (Lewis)

Generating scholarship that goes beyond the written word (through broadcasting, script-
ing, video, radio, public engagement and education consultancy) has been at the fore-
front of the development of both authors’ sociological imagination. Although the
evidence suggests that these pursuits have led to positive career progression, Lewis still
emphasises how value, or resistance to doing things differently, remains the challenge.
Both authors are clear that they are the lucky few and that their experiences as Black
neurodivergent sociologists are exceptional rather than ordinary. Embracing neurodiver-
sity — with greater critique of neurotypical hegemony in the UKHE sector — requires an
ongoing questioning of all our academic processes, one that attends in a meaningful way
to what and who is considered to be of value.

The questions posed here about the impact of the racialisation of neurotypical
hegemony have been explicitly attentive to politics of neurodiversity in the context of
an always already institutionally racist sector. A true engagement with the possibilities
of neurodivergence in UKHE would enable our scholarly community to embrace the
hopeful possibilities of a scholarship resistant to elitism that centres intellectual fluidity
(hooks, 2000).

As we see more representation of neurodiversity entering the public domain it all feels very
celebratory which is great, but we never actually spoke about what it means? We are celebrating
it before we have actually spoken about it. So we are saying we are celebrating something that
we don t fully understand yet. We don t understand how people navigate neurodiversity and we
haven t actually modified many of our processes and we still use the same idea of the same
glove fits everyone. (Arday)

This final extract takes us back to our discussion, above, of advances in the inclusion of
neurodiversity. A more general lack of understanding of the internalised and external
impact of adapting to neurotypical hegemony is just one reason why both authors remain
sceptical about overwhelmingly neoliberal engagements with neurodiversity. A holistic
look at these matters needs to be attentive to social justice, as well as to what Radulski
calls neurotypical privilege. Resisting the individualising of neurology provides space,
not only to attend to how structures and technologies of power (Lentin, 2020) stratify
neurodiversity through intersections of race, class and gender, but also to look at how
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society perceives neurological differences in a way that resists reductive and internalised
depictions of us as Black neurodivergents.

Conclusion

This article offers a sociologically informed intervention to the increasing amount of
work by Black neurodivergent scholars that both questions and responds to the failure to
appreciate how their place in the structure of valued academic scholarship is limited by
racism, elitism and ablism. Citing the disconnect between the educational pipeline, race
and the neurodivergent students who later become scholars or academic staff, we engage
with the social reproduction of elitist measures of success in academia that systemati-
cally exclude Black neurodivergents.

We wanted not just to demonstrate the personal toll of the systematic exclusion of
Black scholars in the production of sociological thought (and UKHE more broadly), but
to go further, by addressing how this exclusion is magnified by neurodiversity. Navigating
the racialisation of neurotypical hegemony, and working to avoid double jeopardy while
doing scholarship in a sector that has many other issues is an everyday challenge
entrenched in structures of marginalisation which are deeply personal and political to us
as Black sociologists. There is clearly a more general lack of acknowledgement of the
impact of neurodivergence on academic staff in the face of institutional neurotypical
hegemony, but our contentions in this article are concerned with an ever-present and
acutely felt lack of appreciation of how neurodiversity becomes racialised when it comes
to the normative and everyday practices of becoming a valued scholar.

To be both Black and neurodivergent in academia requires multiple engagements with
critique that has not only already positioned our expertise as marginal, but which also
considers our ways of thinking, doing and communicating scholarship to be inferior. Our
ways of doing sociology, and of being and becoming sociologists, require us to suppress
multiple neurodivergent traits while also grappling with the impact of the racialisation of
Blackness, a process intensified by the social reproduction of race in a sector still grap-
pling with institutional racism. Thus, the intersectional exclusions faced by Black neuro-
diverse scholars are an integral component of our collective processes of knowledge
production in academia. Exploring race and neurodiversity together raises questions
relating to normative cultures, policies and practices that go beyond the individualised
accounts explored here and pose a challenge for our research and work cultures. Future
interventions on race, neurodiversity and academia should continue to explore how soci-
ological imagination(s) and dialogical knowledge production can help to address how
racism and ableism produce particular processes of marginality that takes seriously the
combination of value and the everyday nature of producing scholarship.

Finally, we turn to Robbie Shilliam’s 2014 blog post, titled Black Academia in
Britain, which both situated and described the dismal response from the sector to the
position and inclusion of Black academics in UKHE. The primary takeaway from
Shilliam’s post was that our pursuits and our ordinariness as Black scholars should be
at the forefront of how we are received in academia. Put simply, Shilliam is clear that
Black people should be allowed to be comfortable in the space they have chosen to
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be in — ‘they want to live a considered life, like any other intellectual’. We remain reas-
sured by Shilliam’s reflections, but also use these wise words as a signal, not only to our
white colleagues and fellow sociologists, but also to our neurotypical siblings. In this
way, and in line with the historical and contemporary strands of revolutionary analysis
presented by Sami Schalk in Black Disability Politics, the matter of neurodiversity and
disability more broadly must be included in all Black liberation movements (Schalk,
2022). The Black radical tradition of education involves a drive for knowledge, for
learning and for culture, whilst remaining vigilant about exactly who such notions
include. As Black neurodivergents, our value can be found not just in our ordinariness
but also in the fact that we Il see things they Il never see.

Acknowledgements

Many thanks to the reviewers for supporting us to develop our provocations and reflections.
Special thank you to Maggie Studholme and Karen O’Reilly for their guidance and feedback dur-
ing the writing process

Funding

The authors received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

Notes

1. We use Black here to refer to people of Black and mixed Black African and Caribbean
descent.

2. The term ‘neurotypical hegemony’ is used throughout, inspired by Radulski (2022, p. 8), who
describes the social processes by which ‘the neurological majority have the benefit of shaping
cultural norms for society and communication that reflect their own traits and characteristics’.

3. The title of the article is a lyric from the Oasis song, Live Forever (1994). The song lyrics
are used to pay homage to Arday’s mother (Gifty Arday) who used music to help him to
understand social interactions. The authors also chose this lyric — with the word ‘never’ — to
be read as symbolic rather than literal. We do not intend to describe these discussions as
determined, but more to stress how our neurodivergent ways of being, living and thinking
transcend neurotypicality.

4. We name Arday’s diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome. However, experts now recommend
that the eponymous medical term should be abandoned. Through archival research, Herwig
Czech has revealed that Hans Asperger cooperated extensively with the Nazi regime and its
programmes of eugenics. Czech showed that Asperger referred dozens of children to a clinic
called Am Spiegelgrund in Vienna, where they were experimented on or put to death. Nearly
800 children, many of whom were disabled or sick, were killed there (Czech, 2018).

5. The Research Excellence Framework (REF) assesses research done in UKHE. Framed around
a benchmark of ‘excellence’, it ranks written outputs from ‘unclassified’ to four star. ‘Units of
assessment’ map broadly on to disciplines and a panel of senior academics reads and scores
the submissions. Full-time academics are required to submit four ‘outputs’ to the Research
Excellence Framework exercise.

6.  The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) is a national exercise, introduced by the govern-
ment in England. It aims to assess and ensure excellent outcomes for students moving on to
graduate level employment or further study.
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