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7 concepts of sociological interest  

By Dr. Damian E M Milton 

https://theatuscandal.wordpress.com/seven-concepts-of-sociological-interest/ 

This essay has been inspired by a couple of recent events. Firstly, whilst on a panel discussion at a 

student study weekend, the question was asked why academics had to use such difficult language. In 

my response I conceded that academics often confuse people and could make more of an attempt 

ƚŽ ďĞ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďůĞ͕ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ƚĞƌŵƐ ǁĞƌĞ ũƵƐƚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ 
ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͕͛ ǁŚĞƌĞ ŽŶĞ ĐĂŶ ůĞĂƌŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌƚĂŬĞ ŝŶ ƐƵĐŚ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŝĨ ŽŶĞ ŚĂƐ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ 
people utilising such words on a regular basis. I pointed out that such terminology was a form of 

ƐŚŽƌƚŚĂŶĚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ĐŽƵůĚ ͚ƵŶ-ƉĂĐŬ͛ ĨŽƌ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘ ‘ĞĐĞŶƚůǇ͕ I 
ƉŽƐƚĞĚ Ă ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ ŽŶ ƚǁŝƚƚĞƌ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂů ǁŽƌĚ ͚ŝĂƚƌŽŐĞŶŝĐ͛ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ ŝŶ ŝƚ͘ I 
received one response, which was what I was hoping for with the original post. This response said 

they had looked the word up on the internet and agreed with the point I was making. In the spirit of 

explaining the use of such terms as an autistic sociologist, what better to apply them to than the 

social structures of Assessment and Treatment Units (ATUs) at the heart of the #7Daysof action 

campaign? So, I have chosen 7 sociological concepts to explain and show the potential relevance for 

such an analysis. 

1. The (degradations of) bureaucracy ʹ Max Weber 

To begin this socioloŐŝĐĂů ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƚŽ ƐƚĂƌƚ ƚŚĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ ŽĨ 
ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐǇ͛ ;ǇĞĂŚ I ŬŶŽǁ ʹ ǁŚĂƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͍ YĞƚ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ƌĞĂƐŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŝƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů͙Ϳ͗ 
Max Weber. This German academic worked over 100 years ago and who, amongst exploring many 

other topics, was drawn to the notion that social institutions were becoming increasingly 

rationalised. Weber suggested that the establishment of bureaucracies were one of the defining 

ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŶ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ĞƌĂ͛͘ OŶůǇ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƐƵĐŚ ůĂƌŐe-scale planning could the modern world, as 

he saw it, be taking the shape that it was. Weber also thought that modern bureaucracies were 

ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůůǇ ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌ ƚŽ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘ YĞƚ͕ ďƵƌĞĂƵĐƌĂĐǇ ŝŶ WĞďĞƌ͛Ɛ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ǁĂƐ 
not without its dowŶƐŝĚĞƐ͘ WŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĞǀĞƌ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ͚ĐĂůĐƵůĂƚĞ ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ͕͛ 
such large-ƐĐĂůĞ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ŽǀĞƌůǇ ĐŽŶƐƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ǁŚĞŶ ĚĞĂůŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĐĂƐĞƐ ;͞TŚĞ 
ĐŽŵƉƵƚĞƌ ƐĂǇƐ ŶŽ͟ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ Ă ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĨƌƵstration being expressed). 

The more idiosyncratic and unique the case, the more a bureaucracy would struggle to cope with 

how to process it. In other words, bureaucracy leads to depersonalisation. The increasing 

rationalisation of society, Weber thought of as an inescapable trajectory and forecast that the 20
th

 

ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ĂŶ ͚ŝƌŽŶ ĐĂŐĞ ŽĨ ďƵƌĞĂƵĐƌĂĐǇ͛͘ 

DĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƐƵĐŚ ƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕ WĞďĞƌ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ĂŶ ͚ŝĚĞĂů ƚǇƉĞ͛ 
bureaucracy, regarding how they could be ideally run efficiently. The first aspect of such an 

organisation Weber saw as formal hierarchy. Whilst I have my own issues with such hierarchical 

ways of organising people, he envisaged such a structure as the basis of central planning and 

accountability, with communication up and down the structure also being of importance (the Mazars 

review I hear you cry ʹ ǁĞůů ǇĞƐ͙ŵŽǀŝŶŐ ŽŶ͙Ϳ͘ WĞďĞƌ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚ 

https://theatuscandal.wordpress.com/seven-concepts-of-sociological-interest/


management of rules, that are then executed across all levels of the organisation (cough!), that work 

ŝƐ ĚŽŶĞ ďǇ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂůŝƐƚƐ͛ ;ŽŽƉƐ͊Ϳ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŽƌŬ ŝƐ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĞĚ ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ ƚǇƉĞ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ ĂŶĚ ƐŬŝůůƐ ƚŚĂƚ 
ƉƌĂĐƚŝƚŝŽŶĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ͚ƵƉ-ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ͛ ƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ƚŚŽƐĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƉ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ Žƌ ͚ŝŶ-ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ͛ ƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ organisation itself and those within it (or I guess if not ideal 

ʹ Ƶŵŵ͙ƵŶĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ͍Ϳ͕ ĂƌĞ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞĨƵůůǇ ŝŵƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ʹ in that employees and customers are 

treated equally and dispassionately and not influenced by individual differences (okay ʹ yes I know, 

this is getting a bit ridiculous now), and employment is based on technical qualifications (not awards 

then?). 

2. The Sick Role ʹ Talcott Parsons 

Parsons??? Yes, one cannot really look at the sociological concepts in this area and escape this 

ŐƵǇ͙ďƵƚ I ŚĂǀĞ ŵǇ ƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ Śŝŵ͙ 

Talcott Parsons was an American sociologist working in the early-mid 20
th

 century who argued that 

ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ƐŝĐŬ͛ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ũƵƐƚ Ă ďŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ͕ ďƵƚ Ă ƐŽĐŝĂů ŽŶĞ ŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƵĨĨĞƌĞƌ͛ ĞŶƚĞƌŝŶŐ Ă 
social role of legitimised deviance (yep ʹ you did read that correctly!). For Parsons, a sick person was 

not a fully functional and productive cog within a wider functioning social machine, but a form of 

deviance that needed management (by medical professionals). For Parsons, being sick brought with 

ŝƚ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ͚ŽďůŝŐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚŽ ƵƉŚŽůĚ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂĨĨŽƌĚĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ Žƌ ͚ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐŝĐŬ ƌŽůĞ͛͘ TŚĞ 
͚ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͛ ƚŚĞ ƐŝĐŬ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁĞƌĞ ĞŶƚŝƚůĞĚ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞĚ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ĞǆĞŵƉƚ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ŶŽƌŵĂů ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌŽůĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ 
being held responsible for their medical condition. In order to meet these rights however, the sick 

ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁĂƐ ŽďůŝŐĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ƚƌǇ ĂŶĚ ŐĞƚ ǁĞůů͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ͚ĐŽŽƉĞƌĂƚĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĚŝĐĂů ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů͛͘ PĂƌƐŽŶƐ 
then went on to categorise the sick into three categories: the conditionally sick (i.e. requiring a sick 

note to be excused from work), the unconditionally legitimate (seen as permanently incapable of 

ďĞŝŶŐ ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶĂů ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐͿ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝůůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂƚĞ ;Žƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ͚ŵĂůŝŶŐĞƌĞƌƐ͛Ϳ͘ 

Why do I introduce such an ableist theory you might ask? Perhaps to show the historical theoretical 

roots of the rationalisation of those classed as sick and disabled. Of course, there are many criticisms 

ŵĂĚĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ͕ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚƐ ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ďĞ Ğƌŵ͙͚ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͕͛ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƵŶĚĞƌ ƐƵĐŚ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŵĂǇ ƌĞƐŝƐƚ 
dependency on medical expertise, doctors may not be as perfect in their prescriptions as Parsons 

may havĞ ŚŽƉĞĚ ĨŽƌ͘ AůƐŽ͕ ŚŽǁ ĚŽĞƐ ŽŶĞ ĂƐƐĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĞĂƚ ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞ͕ ǁŚŽ ŝƐ Ƶŵŵ͙ŶŽƚ ͚ŝůů͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ 
place? Despite the obvious flaws in this theory, it has certainly been part of a legacy of justifications 

for the power of medical expertise over that of the (sometŝŵĞƐ ŶŽƚ ƐŽͿ ͚ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛͘ 

3. The mortification of self ʹ Erving Goffman 

A ůŝƐƚ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ĞǀĞƌ ĨĞĞů ƌŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ ŵĞ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŐƵǇ ďĞŝŶŐ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ͙ 

Erving Goffman was a sociologist who began publishing his work in the 1950s. His work covered 

many fascinating areas of study, from impression management to stigma. I often wondered how 

someone in an elevated position deals with their impression management when they have been 

found to hold a discrediting stigma, such as presiding over numerous failed inspections, but I 

ĚŝŐƌĞƐƐ͙ 



Iƚ ŝƐ GŽĨĨŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞŵŝŶĂů ǁŽƌŬ ŽŶ AƐǇůƵŵƐ ĂŶĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ƚŽƚĂů ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ I ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĚƌĂǁ 
ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝƚƐ ĂĚũŽŝŶŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽƌƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ͛͘ A ƚŽƚĂů ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ŽŶĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂƐ 
been rationally deǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ƚŽ ŚŽƵƐĞ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ƚĂďŽŽ ĂŶĚ ƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝƐĞĚ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶŵĂƚĞƐ͛ ůŝǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ 
entire lives under institutional rules, and where they attempt to close themselves off from the 

attention of the outside world, such as prisons, concentration camps, and mental asylums. It is quite 

clear that ATUs fit this category only too well. 

FŽƌ GŽĨĨŵĂŶ͕ ƚŽƚĂů ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚƐ ŝŶ ǁŚĂƚ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĚŽŶĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĨ͕͛ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ 
͚ŝŶŵĂƚĞƐ͛ ǁĞŶƚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ͚ŵŽƌƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ Śow the individual 

identities of those living within total institutions are stripped away. The more degraded and 

institutionalised they become, the more they are subjected to conditions which remove identity 

ŵĂƌŬĞƌƐ͕ ĨƌŽŵ ďĞŝŶŐ ĐĂůůĞĚ ďǇ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ƐƵƌŶĂŵĞ Ăƚ Ă boarding school, to having to wear a designated 

ƵŶŝĨŽƌŵ͕ ƚŚĞ ƚĂĐƚŝĐƐ ĂƌĞ ŵĂŶǇ͘ “ƵĐŚ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ĐƌĞĂƚĞƐ Ă ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶŵĂƚĞƐ͛ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ 
sense of self and their new institutionalised sense of self, where an individual is not allowed private 

space, or even a self which one can manage the impression of. 

When one looks at the inhuman treatment that often occurs in ATUs, one needs to look beyond 

ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĞǆƉůĂŶĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚ ĂŶĚ ĂŶĂůǇƐĞ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƐƵĐŚ ͚ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ͛ ŝƐ ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ 
organised. 

4. Fatalistic suicide ʹ Emile Durkheim 

Why do I bring up something like suicide in relation to the theme of ATUs? This is because of a 

framework proposed by Emile Durkheim in the late 19
th

 ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ;ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ͚ĨŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ͛ 
of sociology). Durkheim contended that incidences of suicide were dependent on social 

ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ͘ HĞ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨƌĂŐŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ ƐŽĐŝĞƚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚŚĞŶ ͚ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ĞƌĂ͕͛ ƚŚĂƚ 
suicide rates would rise due to increasing social isolation and a lack of moral regulation of its 

members (something those wishing to understand why in a recent study in Sweden it was found that 

autistic people without additional learning difficulties were nine times as likely to commit suicide 

than the average may wish to look into perhaps?). Durkheim also hypothesised that there would be 

ĂŶ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ ŝŶ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ĨĂƚĂůŝƐƚŝĐ ƐƵŝĐŝĚĞ͛ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƐ 
extreme oppression and excessive regulation of their lives, having their interests and passions 

suffocated. Durkheim hypothesised that for some, for example prisoners or slaves, they may find 

themselves in such a fatalistic situation, that the only perceived route of escape is that of suicide. 

Durkheim did not have much in the way of evidence to support this claim, yet the idea of what could 

happen to a human being when their autonomy was stripped away (such as in the process of the 

͚ŵŽƌƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ͛Ϳ ǁĂƐ ƚŽ ĂŐĂŝŶ͕ ďĞ ƚŚĞŽƌŝƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϲϬƐ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ƚŝŵĞ ďǇ Ă ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝƐƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ 
name of Martin Seligman in the tŚĞŽƌǇ ŽĨ ͚ůĞĂƌŶĞĚ ŚĞůƉůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ͛ ;ǇĞƐ͕ I ŬŶŽǁ I Ăŵ ĐŚĞĂƚŝŶŐ ŚĞƌĞ ďǇ 
introducing a psychological concept, but it is relevant to the idea of fatalism within a social 

ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͙Ϳ͘ YĞƐ͕ ĂƐ ŵǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚ ĂŶĚ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞ AŶĚǇ MĐDŽŶŶĞůů ůŝŬĞƐ ƚŽ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŽƵƚ͕ “ĞůŝŐŵĂŶ ʹ the 

champion of positive psychology, started out experimenting with electric shocks through floor plates 

to subject an animal (dogs) to inescapable aversive stimuli to see how they would react! What 

Seligman found in these experiments was that the dogs would eventually stop trying to avoid the 



stimulus and behave as if utterly helpless, to change the situation. Even when opportunities to 

escape were presented anew, the dogs had learned to feel helpless and did not act. 

Whilst humans may react quite differently to dogs, it is not difficult to imagine a hopeless situation 

where one has no control over the outcome, and how this might affect how one acts (or not). Such a 

feeling of helplessness has been linked to depression and anxiety. 

Autistic people have often commented that when under extreme stress, they can exhaust 

ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͕ ͚ďƵƌŶŽƵƚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐŚƵƚ ĚŽǁŶ͛͘ IŶ ƌĂƌĞ ĐĂƐĞƐ͕ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĨŽƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŽ ĞŶƚĞƌ Ă 
catatonic state, although this has can also be linked as a potential reaction to antipsychotic 

medication. When one looks at the stories emerging from #7Daysofaction, it would suggest that 

extreme measures of prone restraint, overmedication, and barriers to family contact are 

commonplace. Of course, autistic people can be stubborn, resistant, and persistent, and may not 

understand fully what is happening to them, and thus may well rebel (often leading to ever more 

constraining practices). Yet, even the strongest of wills can be damaged, sometimes beyond repair. 

Such rationalising of extreme measures can onlǇ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƐĞĞŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŝŶ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ͚ĐĂƌĞ͛ 
ďĞŝŶŐ ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͕͛ ĂƐ ŶŽƚ ĨƵůůǇ ŚƵŵĂŶ͘ 

5. The other ʹ Simone de Beauvoir 

OŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŵĂƌǇ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞƐ ŽŶ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚ ƚŽ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ǁĂǀĞ͛ ŽĨ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐŵ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞ 
ƐĞŵŝŶĂů ǁŽƌŬ ͚TŚĞ “ĞĐŽŶĚ “Ğǆ͛ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ ďǇ “ŝŵŽŶĞ ĚĞ BĞĂƵǀŽŝƌ ĂŶĚ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ŝŶ ϭϵϰϵ͘ IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ďŽŽŬ͕ 
she argued that men had traditionally seen themselves as complete or in reference to other men, 

ǁŝƚŚ ǁŽŵĞŶ ďĞŝŶŐ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ Ă ĚĞǀŝĂƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚŝƐ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ƉŽǁĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛͘ WŚŝůƐƚ ŽŶĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ĂƌŐƵĞ 
to what extent this centrality has shifted or not, little could perhaps compare to the extreme 

͚ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĐĐƵƌƐ ǁŝƚhin total institutions. The abuses documented in #7Daysofaction could not 

ďĞ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƌƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ Ă ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ͛ ƚŽ Ă ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ 
dehumanised. 

Relating this concept again to psychology, an important contribution to this area was made by Henri 

TĂũĨĞů ĂŶĚ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ǁŽƌŬ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ͚“ŽĐŝĂů IĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ TŚĞŽƌǇ͛͘ IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ͕ Ă ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ 
is the sense of who a person is when related to group memberships, which can be self-identifications 

or imposed upon people (sometimes with very negative consequences ʹ see Goffman again ʹ this 

time on his notions of stigma). For Tajfel, the groups people perceive that they belonged to, were at 

the same time a source of pride and belonging, but also gave rise to discriminating against those 

ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ĂŶ ͚ŽƵƚ-ŐƌŽƵƉ͕͛ ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ ŝĨ ƐƵĐŚ Ă ŐƌŽƵƉ ŝƐ ƐĞƚ ƵƉ ŝŶ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ 
of its defining features. This can produce difficulties in all walks of life ʹ just think of the negative 

spiral that can ensue when a teacher moans negatively about their students and vice-versa. If one 

sees others purely by their role and build an oppositional culture, battles will be the end product. 

OĨƚĞŶ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶŵĂƚĞƐ͛ ;ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŽǀĞĚ ŽŶĞƐͿ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ ĐůĂƐƐŝĨŝĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ďǇ ƚŚĞ 
(ir)rationalised view of those running total institutions, and in the case of the battles that rage within 

and outside ATUs, they can become further reasoning for incarceration. 

AŶ ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂů ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ TĂũĨĞů͛Ɛ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŝƐ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ƚŚƵƐ ǁŚĞŶ ƐŽmeone is categorised as essentially 

͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ůŝŬĞ ŽŶĞƐĞůĨ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ĂŶ ĞǆĐƵƐĞ ĨŽƌ Ăůů ŬŝŶĚƐ ŽĨ ĂďƵƐĞƐ͘ TĂũĨĞů ĂůƐŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ 



such actions can be legitimised by reference to group norms ʹ or the attempt at them anyway (need 

I reference the lŝŶĞ ͞ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ĂŶ ŽƵƚůŝĞƌ͍͟Ϳ͘ 

6. Iatrogenesis ʹ Ivan Illich 

And so I get to the concept that gave me the idea for this essay. Iatrogenesis is a term that originates 

ŝŶ ƚŚĞ GƌĞĞŬ ƚĞƌŵ ĨŽƌ ͚ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ĨŽƌƚŚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŚĞĂůĞƌ͛ ĂŶĚ ŝƐ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ ǁŚĞŶ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ŝƐ adversely 

affected by the actions of medical practitioners. The mid-20
th

 century theorist Ivan Illich utilised this 

term and broadened it to a framework of three kinds. Firstly ʹ clinical iatrogenesis, where direct 

injury is patients due to ineffective, unsafe, and erroneous treatments and practices, you know ʹ like 

when people are regularly subjected to prone restraint, overmedicated, or die whilst unsupervised 

ĂŶĚ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ Ă ďĂƚŚ͘ TŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ĂƐƉĞĐƚ IůůŝĐŚ ƚĂůŬĞĚ ĂďŽƵƚ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ͚ƐŽĐŝĂů ŝĂƚƌŽŐĞŶĞƐŝƐ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐh 

referred to the ever-increasing medicalisation of life, so more of our lives become under the 

ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĞĚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŵĞĚŝĐĂů ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞƐ͘ LĂƐƚůǇ͕ IůůŝĐŚ ƚĂůŬĞĚ ŽĨ ͚ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů 
ŝĂƚƌŽŐĞŶĞƐŝƐ͕͛ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ ĐŽƉŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ůŝĨĞ ǁĞƌĞ removed from people to be replaced 

by rationalised medical prescriptions. For Illich, through this process, people can lose their own 

autonomous coping skills and strategies. Under the processes of the mortification of self within 

ATUs, such autonomous skŝůůƐ ŵĂǇ ĨĂůů ĂǁĂǇ͕ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ͚ĐŽƉŝŶŐ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ͛ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƐĞůĨ-harming increase. 

7. Interactional expertise ʹ Harry Collins and Rob Evans 

TŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ I ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶĂů ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ͛ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ďǇ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ 
theorists Harry Collins and Rob Evans. Collins and Evans produced a classification of how people 

ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ĂĐƋƵŝƌĞ ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚĂĐŝƚ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ͘ WŚŝůƐƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŽƌǇ ĞǆƉĞƌƚƐ͛ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ 
like to be autistic or have learning disabilities, or be a family member of someone placed in an ATU, 

ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͕ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶĂů ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ͛ ŝƐ ǁŚĞŶ ŽŶĞ ŝƐ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ 
language of contributory experts. So, by reading this essay, you may have gained a small amount of 

expertise in being able to talk the talk of a sociologist, although (unless you are one) you would 

ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ͚ƉĂƐƐ͛ ĂƐ Ă ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝƐƚ ĨƌŽŵ ƐƵĐŚ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ĂůŽŶĞ͘ AƐ I ŚĂǀĞ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ 
in academic papers myself ʹ the interactional expertise that even so-called experts in the field of 

autism can have with autistic people can leave something to be desired. Given what I have 

ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ĐĂůůĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŽƵďůĞ ĞŵƉĂƚŚǇ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ͛ ;ƐŝŵƉůŝƐƚŝĐĂůůǇ ʹ that both autistic and non-autistic 

people can struggle to empathise with one another) between people of differing dispositions 

however, this is perhaps to be expected. Yet if one were to be looking to better the welfare and 

wellbeing of autistic people, people with learning disabilities, and family members, perhaps learning 

ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞƐĞ ͚ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŽƌǇ ĞǆƉĞƌƚƐ͛ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ Ă ŐŽŽĚ ƐƚĂƌƚŝŶŐ ƉŽŝŶƚ ;ǇŽƵ͛Ě ƚŚŝŶŬ͊Ϳ͘ IŶƐƚĞĂĚ͕ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ Ă 
situation where people are subjected to life in a total institution, rationally designed to mortify their 

self-identities and replace them with institutionally prescribed roles ʹ ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ 
ĚĞƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ;ŽĨ ƐƚĂĨĨ ƚŽŽͿ͕ ĂŶ ͚ƵƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŵ͛ ŵĞŶƚĂůŝƚǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ǁŽƌƐĞ ŽĨĨ ƚŚĂŶ 
they were to begin with (thus triggering more tools of surveillance and control ʹ yes ʹ oh and I got 

this far without mentioning FouĐĂƵůƚ͙Ϳ͘ 

What if things were different? 



WŚĞŶ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ͚ƌĞŝĨŝĞĚ͛ ;ŽŚ ʹ there I go again ʹ okay ʹ made to seem 

natural and real when something is socially created by people ʹ Žƌ ͚ĐůƵŵƉĞĚ͛Ϳ ƚŚĞǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞ͕ ŽŶĞ ĐĂŶ 
change social structƵƌĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ;Žƌ ͚ƵŶďůŽĐŬ ƚŚĞ ĐůƵŵƉ͛Ϳ͘ 

What if the support and care of autistic people and those with learning disabilities were not 

organised by large-scale bureaucracies? 

What if those commissioning services were autistic people, people with learning disabilities, and 

their families (the contributory experts)? 

How can one hold degraded and dysfunctional bureaucracies to account if they are allowed to 

continue failing? 

IĨ ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂŶĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŝƚŚ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ͚ŝůů͛ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƌŵĂƚŝvity is a moving target 

ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ĂŶ ŝĚĞĂů͕ ƚŚĂŶ ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ͚ĚĞǀŝĂŶƚ͛ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ 
(although no doubt would be to Parsons) ʹ so what is being controlled? A social taboo? 

What if one reversed the mortification of self ʹ what would that look like? Empowerment of self-

identity? What structures could help in this regard? 

An empowered life would not be a fatalistic one without a future to be imagined. An empowered life 

ŵĞĂŶƐ ŶŽƚ ďĞŝŶŐ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛͘ AƐ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ĂĐƚivists Jim Sinclair once said: 

͞GƌĂŶƚ ŵĞ ƚŚĞ ĚŝŐŶŝƚǇ ŽĨ ŵĞĞƚŝŶŐ ŵĞ ŽŶ ŵǇ ŽǁŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ͘͟ 

Iƚ ĂůƐŽ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŵĞĂŶ ĚŽŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚŝŶŐ ŶŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ Ăƚ Ăůů͘ IĨ ƐƵĐŚ ͚ĐĂƌĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 
ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛ ŝƐ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ŝƚ ŵĞĂŶƐ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ Ă ƚƌĂŶƐĨĞƌ ŽĨ ĨƵŶĚƐ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ATUs. 

What would social supports look like if not premised on a medicalised account of disability? 

TŚŝƐ ĞƐƐĂǇ ŵĂǇ ƐĞĞŵ ůŝŬĞ I Ăŵ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ͚ďĂƐŚŝŶŐ͛ ŵĞĚŝĐĂů ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůƐ ʹ this is not my intent. My 

intent is for people to analyse what is happening and to think of alternatives. Having said that, most 

ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ ĂƌĞ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƋƵŝƚĞ ŽůĚ ŶŽǁ͕ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƚŝŵĞ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŝŶŐ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ͚ůĞĂƌŶƚ 
ůĞƐƐŽŶƐ͍͛ 

In the spirit of action though, we better finish with the words of Karl Marx (the last of those 

͚ĨŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐǇͿ͗ 

͞PŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŵĞƌĞůǇ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ŝŶ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ǁĂǇƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŝŶƚ ŝƐ ƚŽ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝƚ͘͟ 

 


