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In Be Different, New York Times bestselling author of Look Me in the Eye shares a new batch

of endearing stories about his childhood, adolescence, and young adult years, giving the

reader a rare window into the Autistic mind. In his bestselling memoir, Look Me in the Eye,

John Elder Robison described growing up with Autism Spectrum Disorder at a time when the

diagnosis didn’t exist. He was intelligent but socially isolated; his talents won him jobs with toy

makers and rock bands but did little to endear him to authority figures and classmates, who

were put off by his inclination to blurt out non sequiturs and avoid eye contact.By the time he

was diagnosed at age forty, John had already developed a myriad of coping strategies that

helped him achieve a seemingly normal, even highly successful, life.In each story, he offers

practical advice for anyone who feels “different” on how to improve the weak communication

and social skills that keep so many people from taking full advantage of their often remarkable

gifts. With his trademark honesty and unapologetic eccentricity, Robison addresses questions

like:• How to read others and follow their behaviors when in uncertain social situations• Why

manners matter• How to harness your powers of concentration to master difficult skills• How to

deal with bullies• When to make an effort to fit in, and when to embrace eccentricity• How to

identify special gifts and use them to your advantageEvery person has something unique to

offer the world, and every person has the capacity to create strong, loving bonds with their

friends and family. Be Different will help readers and those they love find their path to success.



Praise for John Elder Robison’sLook Me in the Eye“There’s an endearing quality to Robison

and his story.… Look Me in the Eye is often drolly funny and seldom angry or self-pitying. Even

when describing his fear that he’d grow up to be a sociopathic killer, Robison brings a light

touch to what could be construed as dark subject matter.… Robison is also a natural storyteller

and engaging conversationalist.”—Boston Globe“Of course this book is brilliant; my big brother

wrote it. But even if it hadn’t been created by my big, lumbering, swearing, unshaven ‘early

man’ sibling, this is as sweet and funny and sad and true and heartfelt a memoir as one could

find, utterly unspoiled, uninfluenced, and original.”—AUGUSTEN BURROUGHS“Deeply felt

and often darkly funny, Look Me in the Eye is a delight.”—People (Critic’s Choice)“A fantastic

life story told with grace, humor, and a bracing lack of sentimentality.”—Entertainment

Weekly“Not only does Robison share with his famous brother, Augusten Burroughs (Running

with Scissors), a talent for writing; he also has that same deadpan, biting humor that’s so

irresistible.”—ELLE“Robison seems likable, honest, and completely free of guile, qualities well

served by writing that is lean, powerful in its descriptive accuracy and engaging in its

understated humor.… Emotionally gripping.”—Chicago Tribune“John Robison’s book is an

immensely affecting account of a life lived according to his gifts rather than his limitations. His

story provides ample evidence for my belief that individuals on the autistic spectrum are just as

capable of rich and productive lives as anyone else.”—DANIEL TAMMET, author of Born on a

Blue Day: Inside the Extraordinary Mind of an Autistic Savant“This is no misery memoir.…

[Robison] is a gifted storyteller with a deadpan sense of humor and the book is a rollicking

read.”—Times (London)“Robison’s lack of finesse with language is not only forgivable, but an

asset to his story.… His rigid sentences are arguably more telling of his condition than if he

had created the most graceful prose this side of Proust.”—Chicago Sun-Times“I hugely

enjoyed reading Look Me in the Eye. This book is a wild roller-coaster ride.”—TEMPLE

GRANDIN, author of Thinking in Pictures“Look Me in the Eye is a fantastic read that takes

readers into the mind of an Aspergian both through its plot and through the calm, logical style

in which Robison writes. Parents of children with Asperger’s or other forms of autism may find it

inspiring that a fellow Aspergian overcame a difficult childhood to lead an exciting, fulfilling life

like Robison’s. But even if you have no personal connections with Asperger’s, you’ll find that

Robison—like his brother, Burroughs—has a life worth reading about.”—Daily Camera

(Boulder)“An entertaining, provocative, and highly readable story by a great storyteller who

happens to have Asperger’s … By the time Mr. Robison’s story is finished, you will rethink your

own definition of normal, and it may spark a new appreciation of the untapped potential behind

every quirky, awkward person who doesn’t quite fit in.”—TARA PARKER-POPE, “Well,”“Look

Me in the Eye is a wonderful surprise on so many levels: it is compassionate, funny, and deeply

insightful. By the end, I realized my vision of the world had undergone a slight but permanent

alteration; I had taken for granted that our behavioral conventions were meaningful, when in

fact they are arbitrary. That he is able to illuminate something so simple (but hidden, and

unalterable) proves that John Elder Robison is at least as good a writer as he is an engineer, if

not better.”—HAVEN KIMMEL, author of A Girl Named ZippyAlso by John Elder RobisonLook

Me in the EyeCopyright © 2011 by John Elder RobisonAll rights reserved.Published in the

United States by Broadway Books, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of

Random House, Inc., New York.BROADWAY BOOKS and its logo, B\D\W\Y, are trademarks of

Random House, Inc.Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Crown

Archetype, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New



York, in 2011.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataRobison, John Elder. Be
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AuthorIntroductionMADISON SQUARE GARDEN, 1979. The New York concert was the high

point of KISS’s Dynasty tour, and we kicked it off with a bang and a flash. The band played loud

enough to make your ears bleed, and our pyrotechnics would burn your eyebrows off if you got

too close. We were five songs into the set. “Firehouse” had just ended. We killed the spotlights

and got to work. Buzzes and clicks from the sound system suggested activity up on the

blackened stage. The applause was over, and low ripples of noise washed through the

audience as they waited for the next song.We had less than two minutes to make the change,

and I’d prepared all day so I’d be ready to go when the lights went down. The crowd was calm;

no one had started chanting. Yet. I had no intention of letting that mob of twenty thousand fans

get restless, so I moved as quickly as I could. It was only a short jump for them to move from

lighting matches and chanting to lighting the place on fire, so I finished up fast, before anything

else could happen. I scampered off the edge of the stage as the musicians took their places in

the dark.I turned around just in time to hear a pop followed by a flash of hard white light from

stage left. The opening chords of “New York Groove” barked out as Ace Frehley turned to face

the crowd. The main stage was still dark; a single spotlight illuminated KISS’s lead guitarist as

he stood alone to play the opening riff. He’d been using an ordinary black Les Paul guitar for

the past few songs. Now he held something different—something alive. The face of his

instrument had transformed into a mirror glittering with a thousand lights. They moved and

rippled in concert with the notes he played, a pattern of light that reached all the way to the

back of the Garden.It was a guitar unlike any other. Even the sound was different. It had a hard

metallic bite; and the sound of the strings was punctuated by ticks as the lights flashed beneath

them. No one had seen anything remotely like that before.The crowd went wild as Ace’s light

swept over them in time to the music. The traditional order was suddenly turned upside down.

At every concert before, spotlights had illuminated the stage. Tonight, a musician made his own

light, and threw it out over the audience. For that brief moment, in the face of all of KISS’s rock-

and-roll thunder, simple radiance had stolen the show.It was my light shining from that stage. I

had created that guitar, and many others, while working with rock-and-roll bands. I was twenty-

two years old.That is a memory I cherish; one I know was made possible by Asperger’s



syndrome, a difference inside my brain. I developed the skills to create that guitar only because

of those differences.I love to think back on my time touring with KISS, but I have many other,

more painful, memories that I’ve pushed to the back of my mind. I’ve moved on from my

anxiety-ridden childhood, a time when I wasn’t sure if I’d ever “make it.” In the years since, I’ve

proven to myself and to the world that through hard work, patience, diligence, and good fortune

I could overcome the obstacles life, and my Aspergian brain, put in my path. I grew up to be a

master musical technician, a business owner, an author, a father, and, most important, a

functioning adult who is valued by his family, his friends, and society.Repressed memories of

tougher times and the emotions associated with them may still come flooding back

unexpectedly, spurred by an episode or event. That’s exactly what happened a few years ago

as I watched Billy the Kid, a documentary about an undiagnosed Aspergian sixteen-year-old in

a small-town Maine high school.In one scene, Billy moves warily among his classmates. As he

walks the halls, you see his eyes dart from side to side. Constantly. Looking for threats. Like a

lone deer in a forest filled with wolves. With a pang, I recognized his look the moment I saw it.

That was me, in tenth grade, at Amherst High. Seeing his face, I experienced all the worry and

anxiety of that time in my life in an instant. I knew exactly how he felt. Alone, scared. Sure no

one around him understood him; not even sure if he understood himself.A few weeks later, I

showed the film to a therapist friend, who dismissed Billy’s look with a pat explanation. “I’ve

seen that before,” he said. “They call it furtive eye movements. It’s common in people on the

autism spectrum. It doesn’t mean anything.”It doesn’t mean anything. I felt like I’d been

punched in the gut. When it comes to human interactions, I can’t think of a single instance

where that is true. Every expression and gesture means something. It’s sometimes hard to

figure out what the meaning is, but it always exists.I didn’t need any help figuring out what Billy

was feeling. I have felt the same thing myself, too many times. He was wary, scanning the

cafeteria continuously, watching for threats, just as I had done in high school. With a sense of

certainty that’s rare in the world of psychology, I knew the therapist was wrong.Realizing that I

had insight into what Billy was feeling, insight that a professional therapist, whom I trusted,

didn’t have, confirmed that I had to share my journey with others. Individuals are labeled

“different,” “geeky,” “abnormal,” or even “Aspergian” or “autistic” at a young age. Among other

things, these labels suggest that the people around them—their family, friends, teachers, and

counselors—can’t relate to their actions and expressions.That’s understandable, but it doesn’t

mean that those actions aren’t motivated by legitimate feelings and desires, or that those of us

who are different aren’t capable of achieving amazing things in our lifetime. There’s so much

talk about the disability of Asperger’s, so much focus on what kids who are different can’t do,

that I thought it was time for a book about what they CAN do.Thanks to my Asperger’s, I didn’t

have much luck making friends as a kid. I always said or did the wrong thing. Grown-ups,

especially teachers, didn’t know what to make of me. They knew I was smart, so they didn’t

understand why I misbehaved and never fit in. I couldn’t do anything the way people told me to,

which caused a ton of conflict. I had to find my own way.If my teachers wouldn’t, or couldn’t,

teach me, I figured, I’d have to teach myself. And that’s exactly what I did. I learned from

watching people, from reading a lot, and from experimentation. I developed tricks to overcome

my weaknesses and exploit my strengths. The skills I’ve learned along the way, and my

techniques for acquiring them in the first place, became the basis of this book.Despite a

difficult childhood, I’ve achieved quite a few of the things regular people aspire to do,

accomplishments that make me sound pretty normal. The thing is, because of my Asperger’s,

my path to accomplishing those things ended up being a little different from the normal route;

actually, it ended up a LOT different. But I still reached goals anyone, different or not, would be



proud to achieve.If you were recently diagnosed with Asperger’s, or you have a child with

Asperger’s, or you work with Asperger children or just plain geeky kids in schools or elsewhere,

this is the book for you. I wrote Be Different because the existing prescriptive works on

Asperger’s were—to be frank—mostly clinical and/or depressing. Not this one. I believe those

of us with Asperger’s are here for a reason, and we have much to offer. This book will help you

bring out those gifts.My stories will focus on me, a guy with Asperger’s, but even if you don’t

share my diagnosis, you may still relate to these tales. Millions of people with ADHD, ADD, or

any form of autism, and even common geeks, share many of my traits. After all, everyone feels

like an outsider some of the time.I certainly hope reading my stories and learning about the

ways I coped with problems and found my path entertain you while also giving some useful

insights into dealing with your own quirks, or those of someone you care about.Asperger’s and

MeAsperger’s came into my life when I was forty years old. I’m a pretty levelheaded guy, but I

was totally shocked by the diagnosis. “Yep,” the doctors said, “you were born this way.” I could

not believe I had reached middle age without knowing such a hugely important thing about

myself. I was amazed to learn that Asperger’s is a kind of autism, because I thought everyone

with autism was disabled. I’d always envisioned myself as a loner, a geek, and a misfit, but I

would never have described myself as disabled. To me, being disabled meant having no legs or

being unable to talk. Yet autism, and so Asperger’s, was a disability—that’s what the books

said. I’m still not sure I believe that.The one shred of reassurance I got that first day was the

knowledge that Asperger’s isn’t a terminal illness. “You’re not getting sicker,” they told me, “and

it won’t kill you. You’re actually not sick at all; you’re just different.” Great, I thought. Very

comforting.All of a sudden, the concept of “people like me” took on a whole new meaning.

Moments before, I’d have described myself as a middle-aged white male. I was a successful

business owner, a husband, and a father. Now I was a guy with Asperger’s. I was autistic.

Everything else seemed secondary to that new facet of me. This must be how it feels when you

find you have cancer, I thought. I was still the same guy I had been the day before. I didn’t feel

sick. Yet somehow, in a matter of seconds, my diagnosis had come to dominate my self-

image.In the weeks that followed, I read everything I could about the diagnosis, and I began to

relax. When I thought back on my life, Asperger’s explained so many things. School had been

hard for me, and I’d done some pretty unusual stuff after dropping out. My new knowledge of

Asperger’s brought those memories into focus, and I saw how the differences in my brain had

shaped the course of my life in countless subtle ways. Yet I also realized that the success I

enjoyed as an adult was real, and it wasn’t going away. In fact, as I moved forward with new

knowledge and confidence, I started to see my life get better every day.Later, with the benefit

of this new knowledge, I studied my Aspergian son, now twenty-one years old, and thought

about how he too used to struggle in school and in social settings. He was diagnosed when he

was sixteen, twenty-four years earlier than me. I look at him today, and I see how much he’s

benefited from understanding how and why his brain is different from other folks’. In many

ways, he’s the young man I could have been if only I had known what I had. I made it through

life the hard way; he has the benefit of knowledge to rely on. That will make his path easier,

and it can make yours easier, too.Observed from the outside, Asperger’s is a series of quirks

and behavioral aberrations. Aspergians are not physically disabled, though an observant

person might pick us out of a crowd by our unusual gait or even by our expressions. Most

Aspergians possess all the body parts and basic abilities for the full range of human functions.

We’re also complete on the inside. When today’s brain scientists talk Asperger’s, there’s no

mention of damage—just difference. Neurologists have not identified anything that’s missing or

ruined in the Asperger brain. That’s a very important fact. We are not like the unfortunate



people who’ve lost millions of neurons through strokes, drinking, lead poisoning, or accidental

injury. Our brains are complete; it’s just the interconnections that are different.All people with

autism have some kind of communication impairment. “Traditional” autistic people have trouble

understanding or speaking language. If you can’t talk, or understand others, you are indeed

going to be disabled in our society. The degree of impairment can vary greatly, with some

autistic people totally devoid of speech and others affected in less substantial ways.Autistic

people can also have impairment in the ability to read nonverbal signals from others. That’s the

kind of autism I have; it’s what most people with Asperger’s are touched with. The stories in this

book describe the ways in which I minimized the harm my communication impairment caused

me, while finding the gifts it conferred.Autism in its many forms is not a disease. It’s a way of

being that comes from this nonstandard wiring in the brain. The latest science suggests we’re

most likely born different, or else we become autistic early in infancy. We don’t develop

Asperger’s as teenagers; life on the autism spectrum is the only life we’ve ever known. We will

always be perplexed when we gaze at people who aren’t on the spectrum, and they will always

struggle to understand our unconventional way of thinking.Subtle brain differences often cause

people like me to respond differently—strangely even—to common life situations. Most of us

have a hard time with social situations; some of us feel downright crippled. We get frustrated

because we’re so good at some things, while being completely inept at others. There’s just no

balance. It’s a very difficult way to live, because our strengths seem to contrast so sharply with

our weaknesses. “You read so well, and you’re so smart! I can’t believe you can’t do what I told

you. You must be faking!” I heard that a lot as a kid.Some people with autism are noticeably

disabled. A person who can’t talk, for example, cries out for compassion. Those of us with

Asperger’s are tougher to pick out. The hardest thing about having Asperger’s is that we don’t

look any different from anyone else on the outside. So why would anyone suspect that we are

different on the inside? When I was a kid, no one had any knowledge of how my brain was

wired, including me. Consequently, society wrote me off as defective along with millions of

other “different” and “difficult” children. My strange behavior was described as “bad” instead of

being seen for what it was—the innocent result of neurological difference.Today most kids are

diagnosed earlier than I was, but still, for many of us, knowledge of Asperger’s starts with some

kind of failure. Most kids get diagnosed with Asperger’s after failing at some aspect of school,

and their behavior has brought them to the attention of the little men in suits who give tests.I

may not have been tested in school, but the differences in me were still obvious. I could not

make friends, I acted strange, and I flunked all my courses. Back then, people said I was just a

bad kid, but today we see problems like mine as evidence of disability, and, as a society, we

supply help, not punishment. At least, that’s how it’s supposed to work.Today, many geeks,

scientists, and other creative geniuses are said to have Asperger’s. But to some of us, the

phrase “have Asperger’s” is misleading because it makes Asperger’s sound like a disease or

an injury. You say, “I have a cold” or “I’ve got a broken leg.” Saying you “have” something

implies that it’s temporary and undesirable. Asperger’s isn’t like that. You’ve been Aspergian as

long as you can remember, and you’ll be that way all your life. It’s a way of being, not a

disease.That’s why I say, “I am a person with Asperger’s.”Many of us shorten this by saying

we’re Aspergians, or Aspies. I think that’s more appropriate than saying, “We have Asperger’s.”

There’s no right or wrong—you can say whatever you want, or say nothing at all. Whatever you

choose, you’re in good company. Bill Gates is said to be Aspergian. Musician Glenn Gould is

said to have been Aspergian, along with scientist Albert Einstein, actor Dan Aykroyd, writer

Isaac Asimov, and movie director Alfred Hitchcock. As adults, none of those people would be

described as disabled, but they were certainly eccentric and different.If everyone with



Asperger’s achieved a high level of success, no one would call it a disability. Unfortunately,

those people are the exceptions, not the rule. Most Aspergians struggle with school,

relationships, and jobs because their social skills are poor and they can’t seem to fit in. It’s all

too easy to end up alone, alienated, and unemployed. That’s what life was like for me before I

learned how to work with my differences, overcome them, and sometimes exploit them. As I

have gotten older, I have come to appreciate how my differences have turned out also to

include gifts that have set me apart. One of my main goals in life today is to help young people

avoid some of the traps I fell into. We should all be given a chance to succeed.There’s a lot

more to this story than simple disability.The Three Categories: Aspergian, Proto-Aspergian,

and NypicalSometimes people say, “I see myself in your stories, but I don’t have an Asperger

diagnosis. Why is that?” Well, I have my theories.…As we now know, Asperger’s is part of a

broad spectrum of human behavior, with extremely disabled autistic people at one end and the

teeming mass of undiagnosed humanity at the other. All of us fall somewhere on this imaginary

behavioral continuum. In fact, it seems to me that there are really only three kinds of people in

the world, each grouped on a different arc of the spectrum.First are those of us with an autism

or Asperger diagnosis. At a little over one percent of the population, we are the smallest group,

but we are special and attract notice far beyond what our numbers would suggest. We’re the

ones who are officially “on the autism spectrum,” and there is tremendous variation among us.

Some of us can’t function without assistance, while others are incredibly gifted. Taken together,

we may not seem like we have a single thing in common, but we do—we share subtle

structural differences in our brains that make us autistic.I call the next group proto-Aspergians.

These are people with plenty of Asperger quirks but not too many disabilities. They’re different

and eccentric, but most of them blend into society a bit more smoothly than we full-blooded

Aspergians do. There are quite a few proto-Aspergians out there—perhaps as much as five

percent of the population. Lots of engineers, scientists, geeks, and common nerds are in this

category—that is, unless they qualify for the Diagnosis to put them in the first group. Many are

blessed with above-average intelligence, and most are pretty functional. Some people say the

proto-Aspergians are the ones who were born with all the benefits of Asperger’s without any of

the bad stuff. Perhaps that’s true.Proto-Aspergians are also called geeks or nerds. Every

school has a bunch—the people with lots of Asperger-like traits but not so many as to be

labeled. Some proto-Aspergians have alternate diagnoses, like ADHD. Others are just

eccentric. They populate the Math Club, the computer room, the Science Fiction Society, and

other such places. As grown-ups, they can be found in technology companies, universities,

online gaming groups, and even car-repair shops like mine. They are everywhere. Who knows

—you may be one of them. I didn’t learn about Asperger’s until I was forty years old, but I knew

about geeks right from the beginning. Geeks have always been around.The third group

contains everyone else. But what should we call them? If people with Asperger’s are called

Aspergians or Aspies, it makes sense that we would need a special name for people who don’t

have Asperger’s and aren’t proto-Aspergian. “People who don’t have Asperger’s” sounds pretty

clumsy when you say it too often. “Everyone else” is too vague. You might think the correct

word would be “normal,” but we’ve all heard the psychologist’s pronouncement “There is no

such thing as normal.”Professionals have coined the word “neurotypical” to describe any

human who does not have some form of autism. “Neurotypical” has been in use for a number

of years, but I’ve never liked it. Try it yourself. Say it in front of a mirror and watch your mouth.

It’s like you’re chewing something just to spit the syllables out. It’s so clinical—you can almost

smell the doctor’s office when you say it.“Neurotypical” is the kind of word you hear in science

fiction movies, when they select the specimens for dissection. I wanted a friendlier word,



something that didn’t remind me of tongue depressors and needles. I wanted a word I wouldn’t

stumble over if I said it late at night. So I made my own contraction, “nypical.”That’s right.

Nypical. Pronounced NIP-ick-al. Now you say it.The word rhymes with “typical.” In fact, you

could use the words together. As in, “You’re a typical nypical!”So welcome to nypicality, in all of

its wondrous variation. And if you are a nypical … get used to it. Now you too have a label to

live with.And it’s not all bad. As a nypical, you are part of the majority. And what a majority it is!

When we have a majority in political elections, the winner’s share of the vote is fifty-five

percent. When the share reaches seventy-five percent, it’s called a landslide. The share of

nypicality is more than ninety-four percent. What more could you ask for?If you can’t be a

proud Aspergian, it’s the next best thing to be … a nypical.And there you have it. The three

kinds of humanity: people on the spectrum, proto-Aspergians, and the nypical masses.

Everyone fits into one of those three groups. Which one is right for you?Finding Your Path to

“Fitting In”Those of us with Asperger’s will always have different brains, but I firmly believe that

different does not have to mean disabled. Many Aspergians—me included—were somewhat

disabled as children, but with a strategy, hard work, determination, and the acquisition of hard-

won wisdom, we overcame our disabilities to emerge as successful and capable adults. My

own life story illustrates that clearly.When I was young, I could not make friends. I couldn’t play

in groups. At school, I didn’t do assignments the way I was told, and I ended up flunking out. I

became a juvenile delinquent. Those are all signs of failure. That’s what psychologists look for

when deciding if you have a disability. If you’re eccentric or even weird, but you’re not failing at

work or in your personal life, you are not disabled. You’re just different. It’s only when you fail at

some key thing—as I did—that you become “officially” disabled. In my case, the disability was a

result of my Asperger’s. My different brain just would not permit me to conform to the mold my

teachers and other kids wanted to stuff me into.In many ways, my Asperger’s set me up for

failure in my early years. Luckily, the state of failure wasn’t permanent. I wanted to fit in and

succeed, and I worked hard to learn to get along. I taught myself the basics of reading other

people. I learned how to divine what people expected of me, and I learned how to deliver on

that while still staying true to my own beliefs.My strategy worked. Today, I’m quite successful,

and the same Asperger traits that made me a failure as a kid have played a large part in

facilitating my success as an adult. The brain differences that made it difficult for me to interact

with people actually helped me to concentrate on other things, like machines. That

concentration led me to develop abilities with machines that others don’t have, and I’ve been

very successful in using those skills to advance my career. That’s really a good example of how

something that seems like a pure disability can actually have components of a gift, too. That

was true for me, and it can be true for you, too.I sure wish someone could have told me that

when I was in fourth grade. Back then, schools didn’t even know what Asperger’s was, let alone

what to do for a kid who had it. The whole concept of special education and accommodations

was just emerging. Even today, few people can chart a path from failure to success for an

Aspergian child. That’s why I wrote this book—to show the steps that took me from being a

floundering ten-year-old to a successful adult.The brain differences that make us Aspergian

never go away, but we can learn two important things: how to play to our strengths and what to

do to fit in with society. Both those skills will lead to a vastly improved quality of life. Actually,

you could say every human has to learn those same things, but it’s more critical for those of us

who are what you might call “nonstandard.” For us, learning is not as instinctive and easy as

we might wish.Learning how to fit in does not change any of the Aspergian qualities of our

brains. If at age ten you have the unique ability to tell someone what day of the week he was

born on, you’ll probably still have that ability at age thirty. The difference is, if you learned to fit



in, you’ll probably have a lot more friends when you’re older, and the world will see you in a

different light because you relate to others better. That, at least, is the goal.Psychologists lump

all that practice and knowledge under the heading “social skills.” Whatever you call it, learning

how to get along with other people is vital for our own success and happiness. There’s even a

fancy psychological theory for that. It’s called the “competence-deviance hypothesis.” Here’s

what it says:When you are young, you have not yet made a reputation in your community.

You’re an unknown quantity. If you act strange, people will be very wary because they don’t

know what to make of you. They’ll be quick to assume you belong in a cage, under restraint.

Later in life, once you build a reputation for competence, the same strange behavior will be

dismissed as harmless eccentricity. So the stuff that gets you chased out of town at sixteen

gets laughed off at forty-six. In adulthood, the focus shifts from superficial attributes to your

actual accomplishments. That’s a much better place for an Aspergian, because our sharply

focused intelligence often gives us special abilities.I have certainly seen that in my own life.

People today ask me questions about a wide range of topics, and they take my answers quite

seriously. Twenty years ago, most people would not consider my opinion at all, and if I voiced

one anyway, they’d say, “You’re nuts!” The difference between then and now—as best I can tell

—is that I have established a name for myself; I have demonstrated my competence to the

world, and I am therefore credible. There’s another important difference: I learned to get along

with other people. The quality of my thought at age thirty or even at age fifteen was not one bit

lower, but no one knew who I was. I didn’t get any smarter, but I grew and changed in other

ways, and that’s what made the difference.Distilled down to one sentence, you can say:

Competence excuses strange behavior. That’s a very important point for those of us on the

spectrum, because our special interests can make us extremely competent in whatever we find

fascinating. At the same time, our Asperger’s often makes us look pretty strange to

outsiders.Some of the changes that help us fit in better occur naturally as we get older. That’s

the nature of Asperger’s—it produces what psychologists call “developmental delays.” We’re

slow to pick up some social skills, and we’ll never be perfect at using them, but most of us can

learn enough to get by. While all of us grow and develop our entire lives, the pace of

development slows down for most people in the late teen years. That’s when those of us with

Asperger’s get our chance to catch up. Catching up may be a lot of work, but with sufficient

focus and resolve, it can be done. So a kid whose social skills were way behind his peers in

seventh grade may end up being just a little eccentric in college, and downright popular in

middle age.Always keep this point in mind: the word “delay” means what it says: late. Delayed

isn’t never, no matter how much it may feel like that at age fifteen or even twenty-five.When we

do finally start catching up it makes us feel good. We feel successful. At the same time, we

may be at an age when we are beginning to discover some of our Aspergian gifts. And let’s be

clear about something—we all have these gifts. I don’t mean we’re all geniuses; I simply mean

that each of us has something he or she is particularly good at. Depression and attitude can

rob us of the ability to see our gifts, but they absolutely reside in all of us. Since we Aspergians

think differently, we’re likely to have special or unusual skills, and it’s important to find

them.When we discover and build upon our gifts it spurs positive feelings in us and those

around us, and those feelings go a long way toward dissipating the burden of failure that many

young Aspergians carry as kids. That alone will make us more successful, because positive

attitudes translate to positive results. Success breeds success, just as failure breeds failure.

When we feel successful we’re less likely to melt down or lash out at other people, and we get

along better socially. As we make friends we become happier, and it starts a cycle of positive

reinforcement. I think that’s a key factor to help us avoid slipping into depression.When we get



older, we acquire more knowledge and our ability to understand abstract concepts improves.

Few six-year-olds understand the concept of a neurological difference, but at sixteen, most can

get it. If my own life is any guide, understanding how and why we are different is essential to

knowing how we need to change for a better life. That understanding comes with increased

maturity.In my experience, that is the path from disabled to gifted. You learn social skills. You

find life and work settings that minimize your weaknesses, and you discover your strengths and

play to them. It sounds easy, set out like that, but it entails a huge amount of work. It’s been a

lifetime job for me, but the results are worth it all.I hope my stories will give you some

ideas.Part 1Rituals, Manners, and QuirksOne of the things you hear about often, when you

learn about Asperger’s and autism, is that we have “restricted and repetitive patterns of

behavior and interests.” If you’re new to this world, you probably wonder what that phrase

means.For some of us, that may mean sitting at a table, stacking and unstacking the same four

pencils for hours on end. It may mean repeating a phrase or passage from a song endlessly,

until everyone in earshot is ready to explode. And the interests … they can run the gamut from

knowing the name of every saxophone player in the world of jazz to calculating all the prime

numbers with fewer than five digits, to total mastery of Warcraft or another online world. Like

everything in the world of autism, these rituals and routines come in all shades and degrees.

Some rituals hold you back; others are merely annoying. Routines and fixations that are

annoying in children can turn into gifts, if you can find employment that uses the particular

need for routine.In these next stories, I’ve tried to bring that dry diagnostic passage to life with

some examples from my own youth.For the Love of RoutineIsure love routine and ritual. It’s the

way of my world. Everything has to be just so. As a toddler, I lined up my blocks a certain way,

and, in my mind, that was the only possible way those blocks could be laid out. Any other

arrangement of blocks was simply wrong and had to be corrected. It never occurred to me that

other kids could have their own ideas about block arranging. Maybe that’s one reason I didn’t

have too many friends back then.Even today, when I can intellectually grasp the idea that

blocks can be stacked and lined up in many different ways, and even heaped or piled, there is

still just one way for me. I know other people have their own ideas, but that doesn’t make them

right. At least, not to me.But I learned a secret along the way. I learned to accept the way other

people do things even when I’m sure that they are wrong. By learning to let other people make

their own choices, and their own mistakes, I avoided antagonizing them and I stopped making

enemies for no good reason. It took a while, but I finally came to see that block piling was not

something worth fighting over. Most of the time.There are equivalents to that in adult life, too,

and I’ve learned to treat them the same. I know you should never unplug your computer by

yanking the cord, but I’ve learned to keep quiet when my friend George does it. For that

reason, and a few others, he has remained my friend through many years and countless power

cords. All that time, he has remained blissfully ignorant, and indeed he’s come to accept that

six months is a long life for an electrical cord. For him.Growing up, I always assumed that other

kids were like me, that they saw the wisdom in my rituals as much as I did. There was big

trouble if anyone tried to change my routines. I’d holler and yell and cry. Now I know better—

each person wants to make his or her own decisions about how to act. Some people have

rituals like I do, and others don’t. I still get uncomfortable if someone questions or disturbs my

habits, but I’m able to avoid a meltdown.I continue to have little rituals today. Some of them

make sense to other people, while others seem nutty. But now that I’ve gotten older and have

made a place for myself in the community, people don’t usually criticize me for them. For

example, I’ll go to the same restaurant, sit in the same seat, and order the same food every

day. To me, that’s perfectly normal and comforting. No one at the restaurant ever complains. In



fact, they think it’s great. They even have a term for people like me—“regular customers.” If I

had done that when I was a kid, though, people would have called it weird. So which is it, weird

or regular?One thing I have noticed about restaurants is that the staff never criticizes your

rituals, even if they are rude. You can eat with your fingers or even pick your nose, and no one

will say anything. If you’re a kid who has lived with a lot of criticism, that can be very liberating.

However, it can also leave you with a false sense of security, because you get comfortable with

some behavior and it comes back to kick you in the teeth in a different setting. That happened

to me when I dined with my friend Amy when I was eighteen and new to living on my own.I met

Amy Margulies just after I’d moved in with the guys from Fat, the rock-and-roll band I joined

when I left home in the mid-1970s. The musicians in the band and I occupied a big communal

house in rural Ashfield, Massachusetts. Amy was a college student who rented a room in a

house up the street. I can’t imagine what she saw in me, but there must have been something

there, because she invited me out to dinner. It’s possible she believed that my life with a bunch

of traveling musicians was exciting. I was sure the reality would disappoint her, but it was still a

date with a real live girl, so I seized the moment. We headed to the Whale Inn, a grand but

rundown old place about five miles from where we lived.By that time, I had been eating out for

years. It had started in high school, when I went to the Hungry U or Pizza Rama for lunch every

day. As my family situation got worse and my income grew, I began eating dinners out, too,

mostly pepper-and-onion pizzas with cherry cola. I didn’t have much experience with fancy

places like the Whale Inn, but I wanted to impress Amy, so off we went.Amy’s father worked for

the government and she had traveled all over the world. She was from a respectable family

where—according to her—everyone was polite and well-mannered.We ordered dinner, which

included vegetables served “family-style.” Family-style is a way of piling all the stuff on a single

plate to save the cooks the effort of sorting and arranging individual portions. On this fateful

night, the pile included asparagus, potatoes, and some silver-dollar-sized slices of whitish plant

matter with a waxy-looking yellow outer covering.
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Franklin the Mouse, “Not Damaged, Just Different. The follow-up to his debut work 'Look Me in

the Eye' helps by giving a more detailed explanation of how Mr. Robison processes the world

as a person with high-functioning autism. As I am also someone who is on the spectrum, there

are many of his conditions which also apply to me. I am a 56-year-old gentleman who only

became aware of my "odd" qualities while raising a son with Asperger's. Similar to the author, I

was only diagnosed in my late 40s. While some of Mr. Robison's characteristics such as a

heightened sensitivity to textures, a near total absence of friends in school as well as poor

grades, and his unique ability to see sound are not in my repertoire, the rest of the material is

familiar to me.Thankfully, the author's objective was to present the challenges and positive

aspects of being an Aspie. The book starts off slow and I had a sinking feeling the thing was

going to be like those self-help books written as if the reader has the intelligence of a 4th-

grader. Fortunately, once Mr. Robison begins regaling the reader about his personal stories

and how his high-functioning autism helped or led to misunderstandings, it becomes very

enjoyable. I found myself laughing quite a bit, especially because I have done similar social

faux pas. The author covers such areas as the difficulties of negotiating school, understanding

social cues, dating, expressing emotions, empathy, the arbitrary nature of manners, staying

cool in emergencies, being viewed as egocentric, and sensory issues. The book also explains

how he persevered and gives suggestions as well as encouragement to fellow Aspies.'Be

Different' is a quick read and well worth reading for not only people with high-functioning

autism but anyone interested in understanding how this influential segment negotiates what

normal people consider run-of-mill situations. The chapters are short and the material is

presented in a matter-of-fact manner, just like an Aspie. The Appendix is also interesting and

includes some helpful descriptions as well as resources. It's the kind of work which entertains

while giving you valuable insight and maybe will help you to reflect about someone in your life

who you think is a vexing odd bird.”

MKN, “being unconventional and doing what’s best for you. Let me start by saying so

inspirational this book is. It showcases the extended difficulties that those with Aspergers face,

and how the author overcame them to be highly successful. Another key point that I will

comment on is the importance of standing out, following you’re heart, being unconventional

and doing what’s best for you. It seems the world has this specific outline for how we should

live, but the author is a clear example that even if you go off the well worn path, the

opportunities are endless. “Be yourself” is a title that fits because with aspergers, the pressure

to fit in is increased. Being “normal” is 100% impossble and in trying to be normal you limit

yourself and your life. This is a great read even for those without aspergers because it teaches

the importance and the benefits of being yourself.”

sllydderrr, “Love J.E.Robison's books!. I read "Look Me In the Eye" before "Be Different" and



found it riveting. There are so many parallels between John's life experience and my own it is

mind-boggling. It is too bad I didn't have more 'fire' in me as John's life is surely more

interesting than mine.Anyways, Be Different was just as riveting. I am not a diagnosed aspie

but have always felt different. Every sentence I read confirms my aspie suspicions and makes

me feel more 'whole'.This book brings up so many mixed emotions in me. A deep sadness

regarding the way different people are treated and the laziness that used to be so pervasive in

the mental health and educational systems. A sense of relief to finally realize I was far from

alone, even though technically, I was alone.A profound joy that the world is turning around and

often accepting of and even celebratory of 'weird' people.There is far too much to write here

and it would only become more difficult to follow, so: Thank you John Elder Robison. Thank

you for spreading the word to aspies and neurotypicals alike. Your story is the most

inspirational one I've ever had the pleasure to read.  I look forward to your next book!”

J. Stilgoe, “A Must Read. I have 2 daughters with Aspergers Syndrome and have read many,

many books to educate myself.This book is at the top of my best books as it confirms my

thoughts that our children can lead successful lives.At times I laughed as I recognized my girls

actions and thought processes, at times I wanted to cry as again I saw my girls experiences

with 'normal' children.All in all I am happy to have my girls, they are caring, loving girls even

though the world often sees them when they are under stress and behaving 'weird'I

recommend this book to anyone who wants to see the world through someone with Aspergers

Syndrome.Bearing in mind all children with aspergers are individuals and are completley

unique there is alot to be learnt from 'Be Different'”

Lola, “... year old with Aspergers and John Elder gives some good insights and advice for

myself and my son I .... I have a 17 year old with Aspergers and John Elder gives some good

insights and advice for myself and my son I would highly recommend.”

Elliot Wilkinson, “accurate to my personal experience. Detailed. Explained. Funny. Wrapped

coherently for any member of the family to understand their Aspergian (as John himself would

call him) fellow. Its a wonderful insight to the evolution of the individual into his later days. To

perhaps interpret the future or understand the past. Its a book for the moment. Thank you,

John.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “It might be less applicable to female Aspies, but .... It might be less

applicable to female Aspies, but it was still incredibly helpful, has some handy tips, website

recommendations etc.”

Mel B, “Very useful.. An interesting read. Very useful.”

The book by John Elder Robison has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 374 people have provided

feedback.
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