
‘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.’

In his bestselling memoir, Look Me in the Eye, John Elder Robison 
described growing up with Asperger’s syndrome 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 fi gures 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 
myriad coping strategies that helped him achieve a seemingly normal, even 
highly successful, life. In Be Different, Robison shares a new batch of endearing 
stories about his childhood, adolescence, and young adult years, giving the 
reader a rare window into the Aspergian mind. In each story, he offers 
practical advice – for Aspergians and indeed 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 such as:

• 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 diffi cult skills
• how to deal with bullies
• when to make an effort to fi t in, and when to embrace eccentricity
• how to identify special gifts and use them to your advantage.
Every person, Aspergian or not, 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 fi nd 
their path to success. 
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1

MADISON 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 fl ash. 

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 fi ve songs into the set. “Fire house” 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 
fi re, so I fi nished up fast, before anything  else could happen. I scam-
pered off the edge of the stage as the musicians took their places in 
the dark.

Introduction
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2

I turned around just in time to hear a pop followed by a fl ash 
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 in-
strument 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 differ-
ent. It had a hard metallic bite; and the sound of the strings was 
punctuated by ticks as the lights fl ashed 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. To-
night, 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 gui-
tar, 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 possi-
ble by Asperger’s syndrome, a difference inside my brain. 
I developed the skills to create that guitar only because of 
those differences.
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3

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, dili-
gence, 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 own er, 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 emo-
tions associated with them may still come fl ooding back 
unexpectedly, spurred by an episode or event. That’s ex-
actly 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 fi lled 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 fi lm 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 
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movements. It’s common in people on the autism spec-
trum. 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 some-
times hard to fi gure out 
what the meaning is, but it 
always exists.

I didn’t need any help fi guring out what Billy was feel-
ing. 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, confi rmed that I had to share my journey with oth-
ers. 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 

It  doesn’t mean 
anything. I felt like 
I’d been punched 
in the gut.
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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 fi t in. I  couldn’t 
do anything the way people told me to, which caused a 
ton of confl ict. I had to fi nd my own way.

If my teachers  wouldn’t, or  couldn’t, teach me, I fi g-
ured, 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 over-
come my weaknesses and exploit my strengths. The skills 
I’ve learned along the way, and my techniques for acquir-
ing them in the fi rst place, became the basis of this book.

Despite a diffi cult 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 
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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 enter-
tain you while also giving some useful insights into dealing 
with your own quirks, or those of someone you care about.
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7

A sperger’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 doc-

tors 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 my-
self as a loner, a geek, and a 
misfi t, but I would never 
have described myself as 
disabled. To me, being dis-
abled 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 fi rst day was the 
knowledge that Asperger’s isn’t a terminal illness. “You’re 

Asperger’s and Me

Asperger’s was a 
disability—that’s 

what the books said. 
I’m still not sure 

I believe that.

Be Diff text.pdf   21 25/02/11   4:19 PM

Copyright © John Elder Robison 2011. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.



Be Different

8

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 de-
scribed myself as a middle- aged white male. I was a suc-
cessful business own er, 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 fi nd 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 knowl-
edge and confi dence, I started to see my life get better every 
day.

Later, with the benefi t of this new knowledge, I stud-
ied 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, 
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twenty- four years earlier than me. I look at him today, 
and I see how much he’s benefi ted 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 benefi t 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 identifi ed any-
thing 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 dif-
ferent.

All people with autism have some kind of communica-
tion 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 oth-
ers affected in less substantial ways.
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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 impair-
ment caused me, while fi nding 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 al-
ways 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 sit-
uations. Most of us have a hard time with social situa-
tions; some of us feel downright crippled. We get frustrated 
because  we’re so good at some things, while being com-
pletely inept at others. There’s just no balance. It’s a very 
diffi cult way to live, because our strengths seem to con-
trast 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 compas-
sion. Those of us with Asperger’s are tougher to pick out. 
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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 “diffi cult” children. My strange behavior was de-
scribed 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 As-
perger’s after failing at some aspect of school, and their be-
havior 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 differ-
ences in me  were still obvious. I could not make friends, I 
acted strange, and I fl unked 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 sup-
posed to work.

Today, many geeks, scientists, and other creative ge-
niuses 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. 

Be Diff text.pdf   25 25/02/11   4:19 PM

Copyright © John Elder Robison 2011. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.



Be Different

12

 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 
what ever you want, or say nothing at all. What ever 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 de-
scribed 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 Asper-

gians struggle with school, 
relationships, and jobs be-
cause their social skills are 
poor and they  can’t seem to 
fi t in. It’s all too easy to end 
up alone, alienated, and un-
employed. That’s what life 

was like for me before I learned how to work with my dif-
ferences, overcome them, and sometimes exploit them. As 
I have gotten older, I have come to appreciate how my dif-

My differences 
turned out also to 
include gifts that 
set me apart.
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ferences 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.
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