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Abstract: Increasingly more adults are diagnosed with autism. Increased awareness about 

autism is probably one of the reasons. Autism is often depicted in an exaggerated and 

stereotypical way in fiction and the characters depicted are predominantly male. In other words, 

autistic women are underrepresented in fiction. It is thus important with more female autistic 

representation, and authentic and realistic portrayals of autism in fiction which autistic 

individuals can relate to. The novel Normal People by Sally Rooney is chosen as the object of 

analysis in this essay, in order to shed light on authentic and realistic autistic representation in 

literature. The novel is analysed by utilising close reading and disability-informed criticism, as 

well as drawing upon some ideas of structuralism. In the analysis, special attention is given to 

the female protagonist Marianne as well as the literary construction of the novel. The essay 

explores the novel from an autistic viewpoint. The examination focuses on which autistic traits 

Marianne presents and how autism is portrayed in the novel. The essay shows that Marianne is 

an implicit autistic character, that the novel authentically and realistically depicts autism 

without being stereotypical or stigmatising. The essay also shows that autistic traits can be 

found in the novel, and that by reading the novel we get a better understanding of autism and 

normality. The essay concludes that Marianne displays a wide range of autistic traits and that 

the most prominent literary technique used to portray autism is by contrasting autistic traits to 

allistic traits, especially so in communication. 
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1. Introduction 

With her latest novel Intermezzo recently published in 2024 there is a lot of discussion about 

contemporary author Sally Rooney, praising her writing style and precise storytelling. Her 

relevant novels, successes which resonate with many in their 20s and 30s, bring up issues with 

society today and modern interpersonal relationships young adults are facing. The outcome of 

which, has awarded her the epithet “the voice of a generation” (Wiles). While a lot has been 

written about Sally Rooney’s novels with focus on themes such as feminism, gender, class, 

youth and love, not much has been written about the novels in correlation to the complex topic 

of autism. Since autism is a relatively new diagnosis, literary analysis of autism depicted in 

literature is a relatively new phenomenon as well. Even though autism as such undeniably has 

been depicted in literature well before the diagnosis was given a name (Barber-Stetson 151). In 

for instance the field of medical humanities autism is an emerging research area (“Autistic 

Writing in a Neuromixed Space”). There are still relatively few scholarly articles on the topic 

of autism in literature (Kelley et al. 116). 

Autism is often depicted in an exaggerated and stereotypical way in fiction which is 

detrimental (Kelley et al. 115-116; Mittman et al. 8009, 8014-8015; Rozema 27, 29). 

Furthermore, a lot of autistic characters portrayed in fiction are predominantly male (Mittman 

et al. 8009). Diverse, authentic and realistic portrayals of autism in fiction, which autistic 

individuals can relate to are important (Kelley et al. 125; Mittman et al. 8014). Autistic women 

in fiction are underrepresented and thus it is important with more female autistic representation 

(Kelley et al. 125; Mittman et al. 8014). Autistic women might not relate to for instance the 

male savant character Sheldon in the television series The Big Bang Theory (Rozema 27). But 

they might relate to a female character like Marianne in the novel Normal People by Sally 

Rooney. With more authentic and realistic representation of autism in fiction, autistic 

individuals will feel validated, seen and heard, which in turn also helps to improve acceptance 

and understanding of autistic individuals by the general public (Mittman et al. 8008-8009, 8014-

8015; Semino 142). Depiction of autism in fiction can help increase awareness about autism 

(Kelley et al. 115; Mittman et al. 8008). However, awareness alone is not enough, for the 

awareness to be beneficial to the autistic community, it has to lead to a positive perception of 

autism in combination with accurate representation that is not stigmatising (Kelley et al. 115; 

Mittman et al. 8009, 8014; Rozema 27, 29). A lot of portrayals of autism in television and film 
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are unfortunately stigmatising, though fortunately, in comparison, autism is usually depicted 

more accurately and positively in literature (Mittman et al. 8012, 8014). 

Increasingly more adults are getting diagnosed with autism in recent times (Kelley et al. 

115; Mittman et al. 8008; Semino 142). This great increase probably stems from several factors 

but some of them are certainly due to increased awareness about autism, both by those finally 

seeking out a diagnosis, the general public and medical professionals alike, and improved 

methods for detecting and identifying autism (Mittman et al. 8008). Recent research focusing 

on autistic women show that females have different autistic traits, symptoms and difficulties or 

present differently compared to their male counterparts (“Autism Spectrum Disorder”; Kelley 

et al. 124). Previous research has mainly been focused on autistic men and as a result their 

autistic traits, symptoms and difficulties are better known and understood compared to those of 

women. Additionally, autistic women are often better at ‘masking’ – i.e. fitting in, in an allistic 

world by employing compensatory behaviours – compared to autistic men which is likely one 

of the reasons why a lot of women are being diagnosed only as adults (“Autism Spectrum 

Disorder”). To clarify, in this essay the word ‘allistic’ is used to refer to an individual who is 

not an autistic individual, i.e. an individual who is “not affected by autism” – which is the 

definition of the word in the Cambridge Dictionary (“allistic”). It is more common for women 

to get their diagnosis late because their struggles have previously been overlooked or unnoticed 

or explained away as something else, whereas men more often get their diagnosis quite young 

since their struggles often are more apparent and understood (“Autism Spectrum Disorder”; 

Kelley et al. 124). 

Possibly a more common approach to depictions of autism in fiction, are novels written 

with characters who are considered explicitly autistic. One such example is for instance the 

popular novel The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon, with its 

male autistic character Christopher. However, perhaps novels written with characters who could 

be considered implicitly autistic, or where the autistic representation is incidental and subtle, 

are more interesting to analyse because it is a depiction that closely resembles the implications 

of reality, especially so for many autistic women. One female character in particular could be 

thought of as implicitly autistic in the novel Normal People and subtle and incidental depiction 

of autism could be linked to the novel in general. This is one of the reasons why the novel has 

been chosen as the object of analysis in this essay, in order to shed light on authentic female 

autistic representation in literature. This is also in turn intended as a contribution to the effort 

of creating awareness and acceptance of autism by allistic and autistic individuals alike. 



 3 

The novel will be analysed by utilising close reading and disability-informed criticism, 

as well as drawing upon some ideas of structuralism. In the analysis, special attention will be 

given to the female protagonist Marianne as well as the literary construction of the novel. 

Aims and Research Questions 

The aim of this essay is to examine and question normality, to explore the novel from an autistic 

viewpoint and to uncover authentic and realistic autistic representation in the novel. To achieve 

this, an analysis of both the female protagonist Marianne and of the construction of the novel 

itself, will be carried out. The examination aims to find out which autistic traits Marianne 

presents and how autism is portrayed in the novel. How does her traits and difficulties compare 

to the diagnostic criteria of autism? Which literary techniques are being used to manifest 

autism? 

Main Arguments 

The arguments of this essay are, firstly, that the female character Marianne is an implicit autistic 

character. Secondly, that the novel authentically and realistically depicts autism, where the 

novel is representing autism without being stereotypical or stigmatising. Thirdly, that while 

reading the novel we can find subtle yet precise indications of autistic traits, mannerisms and 

struggles in descriptions, dialogue and thoughts. Lastly, that we will find out more about, get a 

more nuanced view on and a better understanding of autism and also a broader perspective on 

normality by reading the novel. 
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2. Theory and Method 

The method of close reading will be used in this essay to explore the novel in its quest to reach 

the aims and answer the research questions stated earlier. Jonathan Kramnick refers to close 

reading as “… a form of writing”, where he explains that the method entails close examination 

of a literary work and then writing about said literary work, “… [a] commingling of one’s own 

words and words out there in the world” (222). It is also explained that close reading is used as 

a means for interpretation of a literary work, where the critic then writes about the literary work 

in question to “… pursue an idea or make a point or shed light on a topic”, which is what this 

essay intends to do (Kramnick 222). 

Another method, relevant for this essay in particular, which will be utilised is disability-

informed criticism. Nickianne Moody explains that this type of literary criticism “… has to 

draw on literature from … disability studies” (32). She also points out that disability-informed 

criticism enables the critic to make a perceptive evaluation of a novel (Moody 31). The literary 

critic not only has to focus on the character with a disability and the interactions of the character 

within the novel, but also connect them to reality (Moody 30, 32). “[The approach] is concerned 

with the role, appearance, discursive treatment and resonant meaning of the characters in the 

narrative; and their dealings with, or the absence of, representations of a disabling environment; 

and power relations between able-bodied and disabled interests” (Moody 32). Moody mentions 

that the critic should evaluate whether the portrayal of fictional disability is realistic in 

comparison to the lived experience of individuals with disability, in so doing, exploring social 

realism (Moody 30). According to Jane E. Kelley et al. it is essential to identify what autistic 

symptoms are being represented and also how those symptoms are being represented in a novel 

(116). Kelley et al. also mention a few key aspects to be observant of when approaching a novel 

with disability-informed criticism, namely, to look for representation of autism in descriptions 

of; action, thoughts, communication, interaction, behaviour, interest and activities (118). 

In their study Kelley et al. chose to identify and examine autistic symptoms in novels “… 

based on the definitions [and diagnostic criteria] in the DSM-5 [an abbreviation for the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th Edition] …”, written by the 

American Psychiatric Association (116, 118). This essay has opted to attain information about 

autism in order to produce disability-informed criticism through the International 

Classification of Diseases 11th Revision database, which is compiled by the World Health 

Organization and is internationally acknowledged. The name of the database will hereafter be 
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referred to as ICD-11, in its abbreviated form. The ICD-11 explains that autism is connected to 

difficulties with social interaction and communication for the autistic individual (“Autism 

Spectrum Disorder”; Semino 142). Some noteworthy characteristics that are part of the ICD-11 

diagnostic criteria are for instance; special interests, sensory sensitivity, stimming and 

difficulties with; social convention, social cues, non-verbal communication and understanding 

of others (“Autism Spectrum Disorder”; Semino 142). To clarify, stimming is repetitive 

behaviour, that autistic individuals can employ to self soothe to cope with certain situations or 

affective states (Kelley et al. 118; Rozema 27). Furthermore, it is explained that autistic 

individuals often have a literal understanding of what is being said, that their language usage 

could be pedantic and that they are often socially naïve as teenagers and consequently at risk of 

being taken advantage of (“Autism Spectrum Disorder”; Rozema 27-28).  

Drawing on some of the ideas of structuralism also seems appropriate in this essay since 

a lot of the concepts presented can certainly be connected to the binary complexity of autistic 

and allistic individuals and their understanding of each other. Peter Barry defines the main idea 

of structuralism by stating that “… things cannot be understood in isolation – they have to be 

seen in the context of the larger structures they are part of …” (40). He explains further that we 

are the ones who attribute meaning to things, not that the things themselves hold any specific 

meaning and also that the meaning can change (Barry 40, 42). This in turn opens up the 

possibility of things having different meaning for different people and in different contexts. The 

meaning of a word is also dependant on its relation to other words, where a pair of opposites 

such as ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ defines the meaning of one another (Barry 43). If we regard 

an allistic individual as ‘normal’, the opposite, an autistic individual, could be regarded as 

‘abnormal’ or ‘not normal’ (Barry 43). But both are still individuals and the words used to 

describe them are just constructions of meaning, not objective truths, the meaning of which 

depends on the perspective of the one choosing which word to use (Barry 44-45).  

Fashion is being used by Barry as an example of individual items being part of a larger 

structure, where several pieces of clothing put together form an entire ensemble (48). He 

explains further that there are certain rules for which type of clothing to use in different contexts 

– the ‘correct’ use of either casual clothing or formal attire and which items to combine depends 

on the situation (Barry 48). It is only ‘acceptable’ to break such rules if the rule-breaker has 

previous knowledge of why a rule exists in the first place and breaks the rule intentionally, 

otherwise you are not making a fashion statement (Barry 48). These concepts about fashion 

rules can almost directly be translated into corresponding social rules. Social convention 

demands that you conduct yourself in a specific and appropriate manner in accordance to, often 
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unspoken, rules you are simply expected to know in any given situation. In other words, it is 

expected of you to put on the correct social ‘ensemble’ depending on context. Autistic 

individuals often do not conform to these social rules, or are breaking them unintentionally and 

unconsciously (Kelley et al. 124; Semino 151) because they think differently than allistic 

individuals (Barber-Stetson 152). This can lead to miscommunication or misunderstandings, as 

well as autistic individuals being thought of as doing something wrong or weird (Kelley et al. 

124; Semino 147). Naturally, autistic individuals can conform to social rules too (Kelley et al. 

124). Some possible reasons for them conforming could be due to masking or manually learning 

what allistic individuals know intuitively. 
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3. The Character Marianne Sheridan 

In Sally Rooney’s second novel Normal People we follow Marianne Sheridan, one of the 

protagonists, in a coming of age story through her last school year in the small fictional Irish 

town of Carricklea, on to university in Dublin and beyond as a young adult. She forms a 

complicated on-again, off-again relationship with the second protagonist Connell Waldron 

spanning several years. Marianne belongs to the upper class, living in a mansion whereas 

Connell is described as coming from a working-class background, with his mother working as 

a cleaner for Marianne’s family (Rooney 2, 22-23, 85-86, 125, 173). An important aspect to 

consider is that Marianne has been traumatised by her dysfunctional family. Her brother and 

now deceased father are primarily responsible for the physical violence towards her, though 

there is a psychological aspect to the abuse as well, whereas her mother is mainly responsible 

for subjecting her to psychological trauma (Rooney 43, 52, 142-143, 182-183, 239-241, 250-

252). It could be argued that Marianne’s troubles and difficulties originate from all the trauma 

and familial dysfunctionality she has endured, in combination with the tribulations associated 

with being a teenager, or a young adult, in general. However, autistic undertones can be found 

throughout the novel, particularly in regards to communication, which definitely is a part of the 

explanation as to why she is having troubles and difficulties, which for her are more severe than 

those of her allistic peers (Semino 142). Below, prominent autistic traits that Marianne displays 

in the novel will be examined. 

Naïveté 

Being socially naïve and at risk of being taken advantage of is associated with autism, especially 

so for teenagers. Perhaps the most evident example is Marianne agreeing to enter into a 

secretive and undefined romantic relationship with Connell while they are still at school. She 

agrees to it, she is even the one suggesting it, however Connell instantly accepts her suggestion 

and is even encouraging it through action, by kissing her, then explicitly asking her not to tell 

anyone about it – therefore in a way taking advantage of her (Rooney 15-16). It seems she does 

not fully grasp what she agrees to nor what the implications might be, thereby implying her 

naïveté (Rozema 28). Connell even thinks of her as naïve sometimes (Rooney 25). When 

Connell voices his fear that Marianne will avoid him at university, like he avoids her at school, 

she remains silent for a long time before answering; “… I would never pretend not to know 

you, Connell” (Rooney 26-27). Her prolonged silence is indicative of reflection about their 



 8 

current arrangement, which is not completely agreeable to her. She is also taken advantage of 

in other ways, for instance by an ungenuine invitation to a social event, where she “… was 

voted onto the Debs fundraising committee presumably as some kind of joke …” (Rooney 30). 

Masking 

Masking is an interesting autistic aspect – the ability to hide or moderate autistic traits in order 

to fit in and to conform to social expectations. Some autistic individuals are so adept at fitting 

in and conforming that allistic individuals do not even notice their autistic traits (Rozema 27). 

Furthermore autistic individuals might be completely unaware of their own autism, which is 

one of the reasons why they can go undiagnosed well into adulthood. Masking is achieved by 

an autistic individual by observing and mimicking allistic individuals, and thereby learning 

which social ‘ensemble’ to put on and how to act in different social situations (Barry 48). 

Autistic women are considered especially proficient at masking and Marianne displays masking 

several times in the novel. A striking example of learning how to mask is encapsulated in her 

reflection; “she’s used to observing these people from a distance, almost scientifically, but 

tonight, having to make conversation and smile politely, she’s no longer an observer …” 

(Rooney 30). In this quote Marianne lets the reader know that she observes others in order to 

learn how to act. The use of the word ‘scientifically’ is significant here because it suggests two 

things. Firstly, that she tries hard to understand how to conform to social convention and 

secondly, that this is not something that she knows intuitively. We can understand that Marianne 

is really trying to fit in when she states that “she tries to be a good person. … all her efforts to 

be right, to have the right opinions, to say the right things …” (Rooney 241). For instance, to 

make small talk is not something that comes naturally to Marianne, it is something she has 

learnt that she is supposed to do. We can gather this from the following passage; “… when she 

sees someone she knows and has to go through the motions of conversation” (Rooney 107). A 

couple of other examples of learnt behaviours can be found in the two following quotes, where 

she plays the part of a hostess successfully. “… Marianne is laughing in a generous way, not 

because the stories are so funny but to make Elaine feel welcome” (Rooney 163). “Marianne is 

very smooth and sociable on these occasions, like a diplomat’s wife” (Rooney 171). 

Routine, Sameness and Nutrition 

There are a few less noticeable autistic traits displayed by Marianne in the novel that are easily 

overlooked, because they are so discreet. All of them are related to eating and drinking in one 

way or another. Many autistic individuals have a need for routine and sameness, so when 
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Marianne tells us that “she eats this exact breakfast regularly”, we can understand that she has 

a need for routine and sameness (Kelley et al. 118; Rooney 185). If people avoid eating certain 

things they can be regarded difficult and ‘picky eaters’. But for autistic individuals the 

avoidance is more often due to sensory sensitivity to certain foods rather than trying to be 

difficult (Semino 151). A clear example of this is when Marianne is in the supermarket looking 

for something to eat and “[she] lifts a packet of dried fruit and examines it, but it contains raisins 

so she puts it back down and picks up another” (Rooney 108). Some autistic individuals struggle 

with recognising their own bodily needs, such as realising that they are thirsty or simply 

forgetting to drink water all together. Marianne has this problem, as we can tell when we read 

the following; “… though she fills a … bottle with water every morning, she empties most of 

it back into the sink at night” (Rooney 191). 

Bluntness and Communication 

Marianne is blunt and direct when communicating with others, often simply saying what comes 

to mind and what she says can sometimes be unconventional. These autistic traits might be “… 

less obvious to the casual observer …” and merely thought of as odd rather than autistic traits 

(Kelley et al. 122-123). Early on in the first chapter, a bit out of the blue, Marianne tells Connell 

“well, I like you …” which takes him by surprise (Rooney 7). In the same sentiment, later on 

in the story, Marianne says to Connell “I’ve missed you” and Connell immediately takes note 

of her “… directness, coming so soon and so unexpectedly” (Rooney 73). When they are 

discussing which university to attend Marianne suddenly states that she thinks Connell “… 

should study English …” (Rooney 20). He is unsure of whether Marianne is being serious about 

it or not, which is indicative of a lack of affirmative non-verbal communication by Marianne, 

since her suggestion is in fact serious (Rooney 20). Marianne is somewhat aware that her non-

verbal communication is lacking when she reflects that her face “… expresses everything all at 

once, which is the same as expressing nothing” (Rooney 9). Marianne’s display of “deficits in 

[non-verbal communication]…” is an autistic trait (Kelley et al. 118). Similarly, when Connell 

has an opportunity to go to a university in New York, Marianne frankly tells him; “you should 

go … To New York, I mean. You should accept the offer …” (Rooney 264). An example of a 

perhaps unconventional reply to a compliment from Connell is the following where Marianne 

says “I know. It’s classic me, I came to college and got pretty” (Rooney 79). 

Connell observes that Marianne struggles with things left unspoken, or unclear, when he 

describes her “… desire for total communication, a sense that anything unsaid is an unwelcome 

interruption …” (Rooney 25). Connell sometimes doubts whether he communicates clearly 
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enough with Marianne, which is exemplified in the following quote; “occasionally he worries 

he hasn’t been sufficiently clear …” (Rooney 98). That he is reflecting about this demonstrates 

that he is aware of the fact that Marianne might need more clarity than most others. Often she 

does not understand others even though she is trying to (Semino 143). For instance, when she 

asks Connell if he is going to kiss her and he replies “… what do you think?” she then 

contemplates; “this struck her as highly … cryptic” (Rooney 18; Semino 145). Marianne is 

confused by his rhetorical question because she is expecting him to say either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to 

her original question, not following up with a question of his own (Semino 143). Connell on 

the other hand is of course implying that it is obvious that he is going to kiss her, but the meaning 

of this is lost on her. When one of her classmates tells her something that could be regarded as 

a compliment, as well as the complete opposite, she lets us know that “she can’t tell immediately 

whether he’s being sincere or mocking” (Rooney 37). Because of her literal thinking she also 

has problems with idiomatic expressions (Rozema 27; Semino 142, 152-154). So when Lucas 

tells her that “in Sweden we have a saying … there’s no such thing as bad weather, only bad 

clothes” she misunderstands and asks “what’s wrong with my clothes? …” and Lucas has to 

explain that “it’s just an expression” (Rooney 189; Semino 152-154). Marianne and Connell 

actually realise that they have misunderstood each other at one point while reflecting about a 

party, where they both wanted to kiss each other but ultimately did not (Rooney 234). Marianne 

says “I really wanted you to kiss me last night …”, to which Connell replies “oh … I wanted to 

as well … I guess we misunderstood each other” (Rooney 234). The difference between allistic 

and autistic understanding of non-verbal communication is further highlighted by the following 

exchange. Connell says “I feel like it’s pretty obvious I don’t want you to leave” to which 

Marianne replies “… I don’t find it obvious what you want” (Rooney 235). 

There are also examples in the novel of Connell having difficulties understanding 

Marianne (Semino 142). Early in the novel Connell is unsure of in which way Marianne likes 

him and asks her “did you mean like as a friend, or what?” to clarify (Rooney 15). He is sincere 

when states that “he wants to understand how her mind works”, which implies that her mind 

might work a bit differently than others (Miyahara 181; Rooney 25; Semino 142). When both 

of them receive scholarships Marianne tells Connell that he “… [deserves] it more” because 

she thinks that he is the better student (Rooney 173). However, Connell misinterprets and 

replies “you mean in terms of the financial stuff? …” which indicates that he thinks Marianne 

is alluding to their different financial circumstances (Rooney 173). The way Marianne is 

thinking often surprises Connell and he remarks that “[their] conversations … often [take] 

unexpected turns …” (Rooney 97). 
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Reactions, Behaviours, Social Convention and Stimming 

Marianne sometimes reacts and behaves unconventionally, which can be bewildering to allistic 

individuals. After sharing her first kiss with Connell she starts to laugh, which is confusing to 

him (Rooney 16). The next time they see each other Marianne is so overwhelmed by his 

presence that she runs away to her room, leaving Connell feeling unsure of what is actually 

happening and prompting him to ask her “are you pissed off with me? …” – which she is not 

(Barber-Stetson 153-154; Rooney 17-18). When her brother Alan is taunting her and being 

mean to her for seemingly no reason she also starts to laugh, which makes things worse, though 

she notes that she is laughing “involuntarily …” (Rooney 142). Towards the end of the novel 

when Connell says “I love you” to her, she once again reacts by laughing (Rooney 262). When 

Connell receives an acceptance letter to a university program in New York and tells Marianne 

about it she reacts by saying “you didn’t tell me you applied for that …” (Rooney 263). When 

she realises that this is not exactly the reaction Connell expected, she corrects herself and says 

“I mean, congratulations … I’m not surprised they would accept you …” (Kelley et al. 118; 

Rooney 263; Semino 150). This is quite interesting because her ability to ‘correct’ herself shows 

that she is aware her reactions can potentially be regarded as unconventional by allistic 

individuals (Kelley et al. 118; Semino 150). It also shows that she has learnt what kind of 

conventional reaction is expected. 

To Marianne, social rules or structures do not make much sense, some of them she has 

learnt to understand but most of them she still does not agree with. This is clearly demonstrated 

in the following passage: 

Everyone knows that Rachel is the most popular girl in school, but no one is allowed to 

say this. Instead everyone has to pretend not to notice that their social lives are arranged 

hierarchically, with certain people at the top, some jostling at mid-level, and others lower 

down. Marianne sometimes sees herself at the very bottom of the ladder, but at other 

times she pictures herself off the ladder completely, not affected by its mechanics, since 

she does not actually desire popularity or do anything to make it belong to her. From her 

vantage point it is not obvious what rewards the ladder provides, even to those who really 

are at the top. 

(Rooney 29) 

There are several interesting aspects to this quote, firstly we can understand that Marianne has 

learnt that an ‘important’ unspoken social rule exists and she has also learnt how that social rule 

is structured. She knows that she is at the bottom popularity-wise in the eyes of her peers and 

she also places herself there because of this knowledge. Though, simultaneously, she does not 

place herself there at all, because ultimately she does not care about this social construct and 
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disregards it. Secondly, she does not completely understand why others strive to be popular 

because from her perspective there are no real advantages to being the most popular one. 

Another clear example of a social construct that does not make sense to Marianne and that she 

does not approve of can be found in this reflection; “… it’s impossible for her to know which 

families in town are considered good families and which aren’t. It’s the kind of thing she would 

like to know, just to be able to reject it the more completely” (Rooney 32). After the death of a 

classmate Marianne struggles with understanding why people express their grief and loss on 

social media, she is questioning what “the appropriate etiquette [is] …” and believes writing 

about it online is meaningless (Rooney 226; Semino 151). In school Marianne is defiant and 

has a disregard for, in her words, “arbitrary [social] rules” (Rooney 12; Semino 151). An easily 

observable autistic trait that Marianne displays several times in the novel is stimming. The 

stimming that she displays, and seems to be unaware of doing, often includes a repetitive 

rotating motion, such as “… [twisting] the spoon inside the jar”, “… twisting [a coffee-stirrer] 

in her fingers” or “… twisting [her hair] into a knot …” when she is tense (Kelley et al. 118; 

Rooney 3, 132, 134, 180; Rozema 27). She also does things like “… [pinching] her lower lip 

…”, “… [reaching] to touch her hair … ” or “… [touching] a fingertip to her eyelid …” when 

she is thinking about what to say (Rooney 101, 134, 171). 

Special Interests 

Many autistic individuals have special interests that they care a lot about and spend a significant 

amount of time on (Kelley et al. 118-119; Rozema 27). They can talk about their special interest 

intensely and at great lengths if the topic is brought up (Kelley et al. 118-119). Sometimes 

autistic individuals enthusiastically keep speaking about their special interests to the point 

where it becomes ‘too much’ for allistic individuals, who can feel like autistic individuals are 

monopolising the conversation (Kelley et al. 122; Semino 151). This effect is usually not 

intentional, but rather a by-product of the autistic individual being passionate about the subject 

(Semino 151). Marianne’s most prominent special interests revolves around politics, society, 

social rights and justice. She is for instance; opposed to capitalism, she “… reads long articles 

about Syria … [and] … the sovereign debt crisis in Europe …”, speaks “… about the Reagan 

administration”, regards “the whole idea of ‘meritocracy’ … [as] evil …” and “… [protests] 

against the war in Gaza …” (Rooney 34, 58-59, 83, 228). Marianne even chose to study 

“History and Politics” at university to really immerse herself into her special interests (Rooney 

84). At a house party where Marianne talks a lot about Israel, and is not really paying attention 

to others, Helen gets rather annoyed with her and tells Connell that she “… [finds] Marianne 
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‘self-absorbed’” (Rooney 167). Connell notes that Marianne has a “… fondness for expressing 

[her in-depth opinions] at length …” (Rooney 167). He agrees that Marianne “… talks about 

politics too much …”, but at the same time he tells Helen that “[he] wouldn’t call that self-

absorbed, though” (Rooney 167). 
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4. The Construction of the Novel 

The Title of the Novel and Normality 

The title itself, ‘Normal People’, implies ambiguity – who is actually a ‘normal’ person, and 

which definition do we assign to ‘normality’? Autism differs from the norm and might therefore 

be seen as something abnormal. But normality depends on perspective and from a different 

viewpoint autism might be seen as something completely normal. Instead of focusing on 

whether someone is normal or not we can conclude that someone might be different, which in 

itself is neither positive nor negative (Semino 156). Barry suggests the structuralist approach of 

looking for contrasts, patterns and repetitions in a novel (53). A significant finding in the novel 

is that the word ‘normal’ – or a slight variation thereof (Rooney 106) – is mentioned continually 

throughout the novel, a total of 22 times (Rooney 7, 12, 27, 56, 72, 74, 78, 82, 98, 106, 142, 

155-156, 170, 181, 209, 212, 214, 254). Including the title, the total number of times is 23. The 

word is mentioned more often than there are chapters in the novel. Sometimes the word is even 

mentioned twice on the same page (Rooney 7, 12, 82). The opposite word, ‘abnormal’, is only 

mentioned once (Rooney 240). This is an intentionally repetitive pattern of language usage 

which is also contrasting (Barry 53). Marianne is thinking of herself negatively when she 

connects herself to the word ‘abnormal’ (Rooney 240-241). Something that a lot of autistic 

individuals struggle with in one way or another at some point in their lives is the question ‘why 

can I not be like everyone else’? This exemplifies the desire to fit in. Marianne is even asking 

herself a similar question towards the end of the novel, incorporating the title of the novel in 

the question (Rooney 181). Robert Rozema notes that it is important that novels portraying 

characters with disability also portray character growth of those characters, not only the positive 

impact they might have on characters without disability (27). Growth is convincingly portrayed 

in the last chapter of the novel, where Marianne is finally truly accepting herself for who she 

is, which is conveyed to us, as she states “she’s a normal person now” (Rooney 254). Though 

she has definitely developed as a person throughout the course of the novel, at the core she is 

still the same person she has always been, implying that being autistic is just as normal as being 

allistic. Rooney’s repetition of the word ‘normal’ is effective and could be interpreted as the 

author making a statement – everyone is normal.  
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Narration and Sensory Sensitivity 

The narrator of the novel alternates between Marianne and Connell, which at first might not be 

a very interesting aspect on its own. However, there is a distinct feature that differentiates their 

narration styles, which is intriguing and will be elaborated upon shortly. To begin with, the 

alternation of narrators enables the reader to get both an internal and external view of Marianne. 

In enables us to understand her perspective as well as Connell’s. We learn what they are 

thinking about in regards to themselves and others. We also find out how Connell views 

Marianne, which at times is quite different from how Marianne views herself. More importantly 

though, typically when Connell is the narrator, he merely observes the surroundings or 

conditions by objectively describing them. In contrast, when Marianne is the narrator she almost 

always explains how these conditions make her feel – what the sensation of experiencing certain 

surroundings or conditions is like for her (Kelley et al. 119). As mentioned earlier, looking for 

contrasts in a novel is a structuralist approach and here we can find a clear example of this 

(Barry 53). What Marianne experiences is called sensory sensitivity which is a common autistic 

trait where the individual can be hyper- or hyposensitive to for instance temperature, light, 

vision, smell, taste, sound, touch or texture (Kelley et al. 119). This aspect of the novel is 

significant because it effectively portrays how an autistic individual with sensory sensitivity 

experiences the world, in comparison to an allistic individual, without being outspoken about 

it. The fact that Rooney keeps the difference in narration consistent throughout the novel is 

clearly intentional. She could have chosen to let them have a similar narration style, but by 

choosing the opposite she makes Marianne’s sensory sensitivity prominent. The following 

quotes are a few examples of Marianne’s narration with descriptions of sensory sensations. 

“Everything looked and felt sensuous: the stale smell of classrooms, the tinny intercom bell that 

sounded …” (Rooney 17). “The dance floor … sends shudders of bass through her shoes into 

her legs” (Rooney 38). “Instead she took the bottle of Cointreau … [it was] lukewarm and 

repulsively sweet” (Rooney 86). “It is a warm day outside … and the chill of the freezer aisle 

raises goosebumps on her arms” (Rooney 107). “The sensation is so extreme she feels faint” 

(Rooney 235). “She feels terribly hot now, sour heat, all over her skin and in her eyes” (Rooney 

238). On the other hand, these quotes show the contrasting narration of Connell, which mostly 

lacks descriptions of sensory sensations. “… [H]e kept the radio on very loud so he didn’t have 

to think about what he was doing” (Rooney 24). “The flat … often get so cold at night that 

Connell can see his own breath …” (Rooney 70). “Connell … drank the wine for something to 
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do …” (Rooney 129). “… [He] walked back out into the sunshine and bought himself an 

overpriced glass of Coke …” (Rooney 154). 

Descriptions of Physical Action to Illustrate Eye Contact 

The difficulties maintaining eye contact, associated with autism, is possibly one of the more 

well-known autistic traits known to the general public. We can find several examples of this 

phenomenon in the novel. One way to identify autistic traits, that Kelley et al. suggest, is to 

look for descriptions of action that portray typical autistic behaviours (118). Interestingly, 

Rooney does not explicitly state that Marianne has these difficulties, instead we get clues about 

it through her subtle descriptions of physical action adjacent to Marianne’s social interactions. 

A few examples include; “that gets her attention, and she looks up” (Rooney 6). Here it is 

implied that she did not look Connell in the eyes earlier but that she is doing so now. “She 

stared down into her lap”, instead of looking Connell in the eyes when he asked her a question 

(Rooney 15). “Joanna sought Marianne’s eye contact again, and this time Marianne returned it” 

(Rooney 85). Marianne has previously avoided eye contact with Joanna but finally meets her 

eyes. “Connell tries to catch Marianne’s eye, but he can’t” (Rooney 172). In this moment 

Connell is actively seeking eye contact with Marianne but she is avoiding to look him in the 

eyes. “Connell stares … at Marianne, not moving or breaking eye contact for several seconds. 

… Eventually she looks away to rearrange the towel” (Rooney 263-264). Here the intense 

staring becomes too much for Marianne, she feels she has to break eye contact and rearranging 

the towel serves as a good ‘excuse’ for her to divert her eyes (Barber-Stetson 153-154). 

Double Account of Events to Contrast Difference 

The most evident autistic trait to be found in the novel is Marianne having difficulties with 

interpersonal communication and the repercussions of unintentional miscommunication 

(Kelley et al. 118; Semino 142, 147). This is a recurring theme throughout the entire novel, 

causing a lot of anguish for both protagonists (Semino 155). They often completely misinterpret 

each other because of their different communication styles and varying ability to communicate 

effectively (Semino 147-148). The most significant misunderstanding between Marianne and 

Connell is presented to us from both of their perspectives. Through double accounts of events 

it becomes clear for the reader that Marianne and Connell have two completely different 

interpretations of what has happened. This contrasting literary technique highlights the 

difference between autistic and allistic thinking, and communication style (Barry 53). Their 

miscommunication and misunderstanding ultimately lead to their break-up, which neither of 
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them actually wanted – though both of them thought that was what the other person wanted. 

When Connell has to move back home to Carricklea over the summer, a series of 

misunderstandings between them effectively end their relationship (Rooney 110-111, 116). The 

real reason Connell has to move back home is the fact he has lost his part-time job and no longer 

can afford to live in Dublin (Rooney 122). He is anxious to bring this up with Marianne because 

they “… never [talk] about money …” and thus fails to communicate why he has to move 

(Rooney 122). When he finally tells Marianne about the impending move she then fails to 

understand what he is actually trying to communicate, because she cannot ‘read between the 

lines’ (Semino 145). So she simply says “oh, … you’ll be going home, then”, and after 

Connell’s affirmative response she adds “you’ll be back in September, I assume” (Rooney 123-

124). But what Connell really wants is to stay with Marianne for the summer and he was hoping 

that she would invite him to stay with her in her apartment (Rooney 124, 151). Since she does 

not ask him to stay with her Connell feels unsure of their relationship and asks Marianne if she 

“… [wants] to see other people …”, to which she replies “… sure” (Rooney 124). However, 

Marianne does not want to see other people, she only says so because she thinks that this is 

what Connell wants – which he does not (Rooney 124). Thus, total miscommunication ensues 

and they both end up with a result neither of them actually want. From Marianne’s perspective, 

she feels Connell obviously would have asked her if he could stay with her, if that was what he 

wanted, because to her he was of course always welcome (Rooney 151). She tells him that she 

“… had no idea [that he] wanted to stay [with her]” and that she “… thought [that he was] 

breaking up with [her]” (Rooney 151). Whereas we can understand from Connell’s perspective 

that he naturally thought, and more or less expected, that Marianne would understand what he 

wanted, without him asking for it directly. Connell feels that it is implied he wants to stay with 

Marianne. The conventional response he is anticipating from Marianne in this situation is for 

her to voluntarily offer him to stay with her. Marianne’s display of “deficits in social-emotional 

reciprocity …” in this situation is an autistic trait (Kelley et al. 118). 

Chapter Names Indicating Reflection 

An important aspect of the novel is the somewhat unusual naming practice of chapters, where 

Rooney has deliberately chosen to name all the chapters by a specific period of time, during 

which the events in a particular chapter take place (Miyahara 173). All chapter names follow 

the same pattern, including a month and a year, and all of them, except the first one, also 

indicates how much time has passed since the last chapter, which is usually a few months or 

weeks (Miyahara 185; Rooney 1, 9, 20, 29, 45, 58, 66, 82, 94, 107, 120, 136, 153, 185, 200, 
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223, 242, 254). Chapter 5 and chapter 17 stand out because their names indicate that the events 

in these chapters occur only two days and five minutes, respectively, after the previous chapters 

(Rooney 45, 242). Since chapter 1 is the starting point of the entire novel, it is simply named 

“January 2011”, whereas the following chapters are named similarly to the following two 

examples; “Four Months Later (AUGUST 2011)”, or “Six Weeks Later (SEPTEMBER 2012)” 

(Rooney 1, 58, 120). Because of the specific naming practice of the chapters, in combination 

with the narration style, the novel could in a way be seen as a diary (Miyahara 184). As Kazunari 

Miyahara puts it; “… [the chapters are a] recounting of transpired events …” (173). We can 

perhaps imagine Marianne in the future, suspecting that she might be autistic, looking back at 

these key events in her life – in search of autistic traits that can help explain some of the 

difficulties she has. Hypothetically, after being evaluated and getting a diagnosis she might 

come to the conclusion that ‘now it makes sense’ – that a lot of the difficulties she is having are 

because of autism. It could be argued that “the point of the story is not merely ‘what happened’ 

but, especially, what the experience meant to the narrator …”, in this case, what it meant to 

Marianne (Fludernik 120). There are some clues in the novel that Marianne is in fact looking 

back, reflecting about these formative years, brought up in the novel. The most prominent 

example of reflection is the following passage; “even in memory she will find this moment 

unbearably intense … but now she has a new life, of which this is the first moment, and even 

after many years have passed she will still think: Yes, that was it, the beginning of my life” 

(Rooney 44). 

Contrasting Text Messaging Styles to Illustrate Insistence on Correctness 

To reflect the modern digital era, in which the novel takes place, and to highlight young adults’ 

utilisation of varying communication mediums, conversations between characters via for 

instance e-mails and text messages are a part of the novel (Miyahara 174). Text messaging is 

commonly thought of as an informal way to communicate (Miyahara 175). Because of this 

people often skip correct usage of punctuation and capital letters, for instance, because it is 

quicker to write that way (Miyahara 175, 183). Autistic individuals can be pedantic with their 

language and insist on using it correctly. Rooney elegantly shows this by contrasting 

Marianne’s text messages, which are always correctly constructed, with those of Connell’s. His 

text messages are always incorrectly constructed. The contrast between their texting styles is 

intentional, as Miyahara argues, there is “… authorial design …” behind every stylistic choice 

in a novel “… to produce very text-specific meanings …” (174). As we can see, the contrasting 

literary technique is recurring throughout the novel (Barry 53). Miyahara continues by stating 
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that “… such variances … help the reader discern aspects of [the characters’] individual 

personalities”. When Marianne is on her way to meet up with Connell she texts him “… On my 

way” with a capital ‘O’, whereas Connell replies “… cool see you soon”, omitting the capital 

‘C’ (Rooney 10). Another example is the following text message exchange between Marianne 

and Connell: 

Marianne takes her phone from her bag and writes Connell a text message: Are you 

planning to come at all? Within thirty seconds he replies: yeah jack just got sick 

everywhere so we had to put him in a taxi etc. on our way soon though. how are you 

getting on socialising with people. Marianne writes back: I’m the new popular girl in 

school now. Everyone’s carrying me around the dance floor chanting my name. She puts 

her phone back in her bag. 

(Rooney 31) 

The difference in their usage of initial capital letters and punctuation is apparent. The novel “… 

invites readers to register two … contrasting …” styles of communication (Miyahara 186). 

Marianne cares about writing correctly and more formally, even if it is just a text message, 

whereas Connell is more focused on efficiency and opts to write informally and incorrectly 

which is more common when communicating via text messages (Miyahara 175, 183). 
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5. Conclusion 

As Rozema puts it, there is a “… problem [with the portrayal] of autism in young adult fiction” 

(26, 30). Many novels portraying autism do so by; over empathising “easily recognizable 

autistic traits”, predominately choosing to portray stereotypical male autistic characters, often 

putting their autistic characters up on a pedestal and letting them be a part of an overly positive 

story (Kelley et al. 120, 122; Rozema 26-30). Rozema finds this type of portrayal one-sided and 

unrepresentative, arguing that autistic individuals are just as unique and diverse as allistic 

individuals (Rozema 27, 30). True diversity is achieved by letting autistic characters have “… 

more than one role to play”; the good, the bad and “… everything in between” (Rozema 30). 

For instance, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time is a novel that has actually 

received criticism for over-empathising savant traits in its male autistic character Christopher 

(Semino 145). 

How invigorating it is then, to read a novel like Normal People, where Rooney has 

tactfully portrayed Marianne as an implicit female autistic character with a range of subtle 

autistic traits. The range itself is a pivotal part of an accurate portrayal of autism, as is “… 

[accuracy of depiction of autistic traits] from a clinical point of view … [to achieve] realism”, 

both of which the novel incorporates (Kelley et al. 125; Rozema 27; Semino 143). We can 

conclude that there is authentic and realistic autistic representation in the novel (Semino 155). 

Marianne is not depicted as perfect nor put up on a pedestal in the novel, she has strengths and 

flaws just as everyone else (Semino 155). She is subject to significant character growth by going 

through both positive and negative experiences. The autistic traits are not the main focus of the 

novel, they are rather incorporated as incidental supplements to the story. Marianne’s 

difficulties and traits closely match the diagnostic criteria of autism set forth by the ICD-11. 

Most of the autistic traits are so subtle that they can easily be overlooked if the reader does not 

pay attention. This type of depiction closely resembles reality, where many autistic individuals, 

as well as their allistic peers, do not even know that they are autistic. The novel ends on a fairly 

positive note where Marianne accepts herself for who she is. However, the novel is also slightly 

open-ended, which invites the reader to make their own interpretation of whether there is a 

happy ending or not. Clearly though, the entire novel expands our perspective on normality by 

provoking ‘status quo’ and making the statement that everyone is normal – that being different 

in itself is neither positive nor negative (Semino 144, 155).  
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Many novels portraying autism feature a male explicit autistic character, whereas Normal 

People features a female implicit autistic character, and thus, the novel is quite unique in its 

contribution by increasing autistic gender diversity in fiction. The novel also brings us a more 

nuanced view on and a better understanding of autism, while simultaneously refraining from 

being stereotypical or stigmatising (Semino 144, 148, 155). Autism is manifested in the novel 

through subtle yet precise indications of autistic traits, mannerisms and struggles in 

descriptions, dialogue and thoughts. Furthermore, autism is also primarily manifested by 

contrasting Marianne to other allistic characters, which is an effective literary technique to show 

the difference between them.  

Semino proposes that patterns in the language construction of the novel, in regards to 

characters, represent “distinctive mind styles” of those characters (142). It is especially 

important to pay attention to the characters’ different patterns of communication, where the “… 

particularly [distinctive] mind styles of characters who may be described as ‘autistic’” manifest 

themselves (Semino 142). Semino continues by putting forth that even “… a few instances of 

[autistic] behaviour may be sufficient to attribute [autism] to a character …” (155). Rooney 

consistently portray several instances of Marianne’s different autistic traits and how her mind 

differentiate from the norm by contrasting her communication patterns to those of her allistic 

peers. Recurring contrast is the most prominent literary technique to be found in the novel, it is 

an integral part to the structure of the novel (Barry 53). Semino also makes the point that 

inferences about characters’ abilities, traits and difficulties “… are central to the interpretation 

of [the] novel” and of the characters themselves (148). Kelley et al. find that “few [novels] 

depict the difficulties of social communication [which autistic individuals have]”, Normal 

People, however, highlights those difficulties (123).  

All of Marianne’s autistic traits and difficulties, in combination with the construction of 

the novel, together support the interpretation that she is an autistic character, albeit an implicit 

one (Semino 143, 155). However, it is important to note that this is an interpretation, not a 

diagnostication, of a fictional character. This essay concludes that further research on the 

interesting topic of implicit autistic characters in literature is required. This essay encourages 

authors to include implicit autistic characters in their novels and future researchers to expand 

our knowledge in this field. 
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