Autistic Identity First Language
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WHAT IS

PERSON-FIRST LANGUAGE?

Person-first language understands and
values that a diagnosis, trait or ditference is
separate from the individual's identity.
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Autistic identity first language is a crucial aspect of how individuals on the autism spectrum
choose to define themselves and communicate their experiences. The language we use can
significantly influence societal perceptions and personal identity. In recent years, there has
been a growing awareness and advocacy for identity-first language within the autistic
community, highlighting the importance of placing the individual before their diagnosis.
This article delves into the nuances of autistic identity-first language, its implications, and
its role in shaping the understanding of autism in society.

Understanding Identity-First Language

Identity-first language (IFL) is a way of referring to individuals that emphasizes their
identity as integral to who they are. In the context of autism, this means using phrases like
"autistic person" rather than "person with autism." The choice of language reflects a
broader philosophy about the nature of autism and how it interweaves with personal
identity.



The Philosophy Behind ldentity-First Language

The preference for identity-first language often stems from the belief that autism is not
merely a condition or disorder that one has but a fundamental aspect of a person’s identity.
This perspective fosters a sense of pride and acceptance among many autistic individuals.
Some key points include:

1. Autism as Integral: Many autistic people view their autism as an inherent part of who
they are, shaping their experiences, perspectives, and interactions with the world.

2. Rejection of the Medical Model: Identity-first language often aligns with a rejection of the
medical model of disability, which tends to emphasize deficits and limitations rather than
celebrating neurodiversity.

3. Empowerment: Using identity-first language can empower individuals by affirming their
identity and reducing stigma associated with autism.

Comparing Identity-First Language to Person-First
Language

The alternative to identity-first language is person-first language (PFL), which emphasizes
the individual before the diagnosis, such as "person with autism." While some prefer this
approach, believing it separates the person from their condition, many in the autistic
community argue that it can inadvertently imply that autism is something to be removed or
cured.

| Aspect | Identity-First Language | Person-First Language |
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| Focus | Autism as part of identity | Individual before diagnosis |

| Implication | Autism is integral | Autism is separate |

| Community Preference | Often preferred by many autistic individuals | Commonly used by
parents and professionals |

| Empowerment | Affirms identity | Can imply a need for separation |

The Importance of Language Choice

Language plays a powerful role in shaping societal attitudes and self-perception. The choice
between identity-first and person-first language can significantly impact how autistic
individuals are perceived and how they perceive themselves.

Impact on Self-Perception

For many autistic individuals, using identity-first language reinforces a positive self-image.
Here’s how it can affect self-perception:

- Affirmation of Identity: Using "autistic person" can affirm that autism is not a deficiency



but an identity to be embraced.

- Community Belonging: Many autistic people find pride in their identity and feel a sense of
belonging within the autistic community when identity-first language is used.

- Counteracting Stigma: ldentity-first language can help counteract the negative
stereotypes and stigma that often accompany autism, fostering a more positive narrative.

Impact on Societal Perception

The language used in public discourse about autism can shape societal attitudes and
misconceptions. Here are some ways in which identity-first language affects societal
perception:

- Promoting Neurodiversity: Emphasizing identity can promote acceptance of neurodiversity
and encourage society to recognize the value of different neurological experiences.

- Challenging Stereotypes: Using identity-first language challenges stereotypes that portray
autistic individuals solely as lacking or abnormal.

- Encouraging Advocacy: Language influences advocacy efforts, as identity-first language
can empower individuals to speak out about their rights and needs.

Community Perspectives on Language Choice

The debate between identity-first and person-first language is nuanced, and perspectives
can vary widely within the autistic community. Here are some insights into the different
viewpoints:

Support for Identity-First Language

Many autistic individuals advocate for identity-first language for several reasons:

- Cultural Identity: Some view autism as a cultural identity akin to race or ethnicity,
deserving of recognition and respect.

- Personal Empowerment: Advocates argue that embracing one’s identity as "autistic"
fosters empowerment and self-acceptance.

- Visibility: Identity-first language increases visibility for the autistic community and helps to
normalize autism in everyday conversations.

Support for Person-First Language

Conversely, some individuals and parents prefer person-first language, citing:

- Separation of Identity and Disability: This perspective emphasizes that autism does not
define the entirety of a person’s identity.
- Focus on Individuality: Person-first language is seen as a way to highlight the individual’s



humanity before their diagnosis.
- Cultural Sensitivity: Some argue that person-first language is more culturally sensitive and
aligns with traditional medical practices.

Navigating the Language Debate

Given the diversity of opinions, navigating the language debate requires sensitivity and
awareness. Here are some guidelines for respectful communication:

Listen to Individual Preferences

- Ask: When in doubt, ask individuals how they prefer to be identified. This shows respect
for their autonomy and choices.

- Follow Their Lead: Pay attention to how individuals introduce themselves or refer to their
autism and mirror their preferences.

Be Open to Discussions

- Engage in Dialogue: Encourage open discussions about language preferences, recognizing
that individuals may have different experiences and reasons for their choices.

- Educate Others: Use these discussions as opportunities to educate others about the
importance of language in shaping identity and perceptions.

Conclusion

In conclusion, autistic identity first language is a powerful tool that can influence both
personal identity and societal perceptions of autism. The choice between identity-first and
person-first language is deeply personal and can evoke strong feelings on either side of the
debate. By understanding the implications of language and respecting individual
preferences, we can foster a more inclusive environment for autistic individuals. As
advocacy for neurodiversity continues to grow, so too will the conversations surrounding
the language we use to describe ourselves and each other. Ultimately, recognizing the
importance of language in shaping identity can lead to greater acceptance and
understanding of the autistic community, paving the way for a more inclusive and
empowering future.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is identity-first language in the context of autism?

Identity-first language emphasizes the identity of being autistic before any other
descriptors, such as saying 'autistic person' instead of '‘person with autism'.

Why do some individuals prefer identity-first language?

Many individuals prefer identity-first language because it affirms their autism as an integral
part of who they are, rather than framing it as a condition or disability.

How does identity-first language differ from person-first
language?

Identity-first language places the identity of being autistic first, while person-first language
prioritizes the individual, suggesting that autism is just one aspect of their identity.

What are some arguments in favor of using identity-
first language?

Proponents argue that identity-first language fosters acceptance of autism as a valid
identity, reduces stigma, and emphasizes the strengths and perspectives of autistic
individuals.

Are there any communities or organizations that
advocate for identity-first language?

Yes, many autistic advocacy organizations, such as the Autistic Self Advocacy Network
(ASAN), promote the use of identity-first language as part of their mission to empower
autistic voices.

How does cultural context influence the preference for
identity-first language?

Cultural context can greatly influence language preferences; in some cultures, identity-first
language is more accepted and embraced, while in others, person-first language might be
the norm.

What is the impact of language on the perception of
autism?

The language used to describe autism can shape societal perceptions; identity-first
language can promote a more positive view of autism as a part of diversity, rather than a
deficit.

Can using identity-first language help with self-
advocacy for autistic individuals?

Yes, using identity-first language can empower autistic individuals by validating their
experiences and encouraging them to advocate for their rights and needs more confidently.



How can parents and educators support the use of
identity-first language?

Parents and educators can support identity-first language by modeling its use, listening to
autistic individuals' preferences, and educating others about the importance of language
choice.

What should be considered when discussing language
preferences with autistic individuals?

It's important to respect individual preferences, recognize that not all autistic people agree
on language use, and engage in open, respectful conversations about their experiences and
identities.
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