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Stimming and Stereotypy: Situating Improvisation at the Margins of
Sensibility

Jake Sokolov-Gonzalez

Introduction

This article begins with the concept of sensory integration dysfunction and the behaviours
associated with it. Drawing on clinical literature, Autistic self-advocacy, and philosophies of
perception, this article takes up the repetitive rhythmic behaviour known as stereotypy or
stimming to explore how states of sensory disintegration demand improvisational forms of
embodied cognition. In so doing, it challenges the aesthetic and medical paradigms that imagine
Autistic behaviour to be non-relational, and repositions stimming as a quintessentially
improvisational mode of relation. It situates improvisation not only within music but at the crux of
cognition, and suggests that the relational subject emerges precisely at the margin of sensory
dis/integration.

Sensory integration is the process by which the diverse elements of a motor-sensory system are
coordinated in order to facilitate purposeful, fluid action—that is, the process by which self-
organizing systems achieve praxis. Sensory integration dysfunction then describes the motor-
sensory friction that inhibits praxis and induces dyspraxia: the breakdown of seamless, directed
action. According to psychiatric and neurocognitive accounts, sensory dysfunction can occur
throughout the phases of action, perception, and cognition, as well as across the scale of
embodied cognition: cellular, reflexive, and conscious.

As sensory integration dysfunction, even at a small scale, can cascade into system-level
dyspraxia, it can inhibit coherent autolocation, diffusing the position of self from a point to a
cloud. Under these conditions, the blurred boundaries between one’s sense of self and sense of
the world demand certain forms of relation and decision-making that are associated with
improvisation—situated ongoing negotiations within an environment filled with surprise.
Furthermore, as sensory dysfunction can precipitate social alienation, a second social
improvisation is demanded of individuals already experiencing neurocognitive differences in the
world.

The first section of this article gives a neurocognitive and clinical overview of sensory integration
dysfunction and how it precipitates improvisation. The second section tracks the pathology into
the 20th century as a correlate of Autism, attending to how this ‘locked-in’ diagnosis has been
both confirmed and contested based on the behaviour known as stereotypy, or stimming, and is
often presented as the antithesis of musical improvisation. The third section explores the
possibility of stimming as a form of improvisation through the lens of Autistic self-advocates who
understand it to be a highly relational behaviour, refuting the historical framework that asserts
the opposite. Drawing on ecological models of perception, the final section puts forward the
notion of fielding as a term that encapsulates the emergent mode of repetitive, yet
improvisational, motor-sensory behaviours as they negotiate sensory dis/integration and co-
compose subjects and environments.

In tracing the notion of sensory integration dysfunction through the neurocognitive,
epistemological, social, and ontological conditions of its possibility, and having shown how the
stereotypic behaviours associated with sensory dysfunction can be understood as high-level
manifestations of the ongoing improvisation that underlies cognitive being itself, a new set of
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norms emerge in which radically different models of social and sensory relation are valued as
insightful modes of making sense of the world. This intervention suggests it is incumbent upon
those disciplines that adjudicate intelligence and sensibility to take seriously the perspectives of
precisely the people historically marginalized on account of thinking, sensing, and being
different. Here improvisation, often aestheticized as exceptional or emergent, is revealed as
infrastructural.

Sensory Integration

Contemporary theories of cognition use the notion of improvisation, and particularly musical
improvisation, to describe a host of neurocognitive functions: for instance, spontaneity,
coordination, and self-evaluation (Linson et al. 3; Bertinetto and Griineberg; Felepchuk
“Stimming”). By invoking improvisation, artists and Autists are afforded the opportunity to talk
back to, and inform, cognitive theories of mind. Beginning here with the clinical and
neurocognitive account of sensory integration orients the argument around the micro-inferences
by which sensory systems guess at their own states and, in so doing, compose a world.
Tracking these bodily guesses clarifies how perception, action, and judgment originate in
continuous, low-level acts of improvisation long before they register as conscious thought.

For the “average,” non-Autistic subject, sensory integration is thought to occur automatically; it
“is the process by which people register, modulate, and discriminate sensations [. . .] to produce
purposeful, adaptive behaviours in response to the environment” (Cahill 1, paraphrasing Ayres,
“Basic Concepts” and “Sensory Integration”). Sensory integration dysfunction is understood to
undermine the effective combination of the senses needed to “accurately” judge situations and
produce “appropriate” actions (Mauro 9).

The therapeutic approach to sensory integration dysfunction systematically exposes patients to
“multi-sensory input, promoting adaptive responses” (Ayres, “Basic” n.p.). The “input” involves
controlled exposures to challenging sensory-motor activities that precipitate the growth of
compensatory neural pathways (Lane et al.). The goal of the therapy is to facilitate “praxis,”
defined as the “planning of a motor action or sequence of motor actions in response to an
environmental demand or challenge” (Molineux). The granular diagnoses of sensory dysfunction
are forms of “apraxia” and “dyspraxia”: conditions where functional action is inhibited; when a
subject may have the will to act but is incapable of sufficiently organizing their sensory-motor
system to do so.

Also known as sensory processing disorder, sensory integration dysfunction is a neurological
disorder and a major correlate of Autism Spectrum Disorder. Clinical studies show sensory
integration dysfunction to be present in as much as 90% of cases of Autism (Baranek et al;
Leekam et al.; Tomchek and Dunn; Kern et al.; Pienaar et al.; Baker et al.; Zhai et al.). Due to
this correlation, sensory integration dysfunction is often used as a diagnostic for Autism. Like
Autism, sensory integration dysfunction is technically a syndrome, not a disease; both remain
hypothetical collections of correlated symptoms without a unifying cause. Sensory integration
dysfunction predominantly affects tactile perception (touch), proprioception (awareness of the
position of joints in the body), and the vestibular sense (balance and movement through space)
(Cahill 1).

The sensory integration framework triangulates three cascading phases of action and
perception: “registration,” “discrimination,” and “modulation” (Jorquera-Cabrera et al.; Elwin;
Jones; Rissling; Ayres “Basic”). These three phases map comfortably onto perception,
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cognition, and action. Sensory integration dysfunction constitutes breaks and decorrelations
within and between the phases.

Registration is indexed with perception itself. It is the easiest and hardest of the terms to define.
Registration is some sort of pure input, or just the possibility of sensation—the noise of
innervation. Since at least the early 18" century, the study of perception physiology and
cognitive function has troubled philosophical regimes of judgment and their political subjects,
and vice-versa.! The possibility of registration and its mechanisms mark the philosophical event
horizon of this thinking-feeling subject’s ability to escape their own distortions and measure
themselves.

Discrimination is indexed with cognition and refers to a person’s ability to “accurately” perceive a
sensation (Chandler 1): it makes sense of registration. Discrimination pulls actionable streams
of information from the “blooming buzzing confusion” of perception, or the “impinging energetic
flux” of experience (James 314). Just as discrimination can be described as making sense of
sensation, it could be equally and oppositely described as an inhibitory process whereby certain
sensations are discriminated against and blocked out so that the person can focus on others.
When a person is focusing, there are “anti-reflex reflexes” that automatically inhibit neurological
response activations to non-target objects (Vainio 719). There is a sensual constriction that
facilitates concentration that, in turn, expands the possibility of sensation. Discrimination
describes the possibility to learn to integrate new states in their situated contingency (for
instance, to learn to ride a particular bike), and to incrementally learn to integrate and anticipate
new types of state through repetitive exposures over time (to learn to ride bikes in general).
Discrimination straddles the boundaries between perception, cognition, and action.

Modulation refers to the ability to respond to stimuli with appropriate action. Generally, people
who struggle with modulation are grouped as either hyper- or hypo- responsive. For a
hypersensitive person with difficulty modulating their response to touch, a gentle pat on the back
might feel like being punched. If someone were to touch them in an otherwise socially
acceptable manner, the hypersensitive person's response may translate as disproportionate,
and possibly even violent. Conversely, a hyposensitive person may crave sensory feedback and
seek out intense stimulation that may translate as recklessness, unprovoked over-
aggressiveness, or self-harm. People with difficulty modulating their responses in social
situations are often misread as having issues at home, violent trauma, or psychiatric disorders.
Sensory integration dysfunction doubly isolates the subject, as their perceptual-motor dyspraxia
is compounded by this social alienation (Jorquera-Cabrera et al.; Chen et al.).

Though presented here through the framework of sensory integration, the sequence and
hierarchy of these three phases represent much of what is at stake in competing theories of
mind. For example, the question of the phase's overall linearity, along with that of the primacy of
registration vs. discrimination, stage the contemporary debate between predictive and
ecological models of consciousness, which in turn have bearing on the pressing conversation
about what constitutes intelligence.

Some theories posit that cascading sensory-motor dysfunction is caused when both vestibular
and ocular reflexes are decorrelated and pull oppositely on an ocular muscle: a vestibular-visual
mismatch (VVM). The muscle in turn reports its position back to the central nervous system as
the superimposition of two separate states, causing broader neurological dysfunction. Not only
is there a primary decorrelation within a given sensory system (vestibular dysfunction), or
between different sensory systems (VVM), but rather a cascade of decorrelations that runs
through the nervous system, multiplying the possible positions of its organs relative to one

3



Critical Studies in Improvisation / Etudes critiques en improvisation, Vol. 17, No. 1

another. The discoordination of these reflexes affects auto-location (the perception of one’s
position and movement in space), blurring a perceptual system's ability to perceive itself,
rendering the physical location of one’s self vague. This vagueness demands improvisational
ways of knowing from the reflexive level up into conscious action, and in turn prompts pressing
questions about how notions of improvisation are instrumentalized to support theories of mind
that adjudicate the sensibilities of neurodiverse subjects.

Living with sensory dysfunction is frustrating, and the frustration is rooted in an ambient form of
dyspraxia that constantly requires attention and compensation: that is, improvisation. The state
of sensory integration dysfunction describes the slippage where one’s sense of things and their
function blur; when it becomes hard to do things, and hard to tell what things are doing. Thinking
with dysfunction, dyspraxia, and the tripartite structure of sensory integration illustrates how the
structural ambiguity of sensory function demands improvisation: from the neurological, reflexive,
sense-making level of registration, up through to the modulation of social, interpersonal,
conscious action. The friction at the margins of sensory dys/function reveals the simultaneous
composition of the sense of one’s self and of the sense of the world. The situated, unpredictable
nature of this co-composition marks it as a form of improvisation—an unscripted mode of
becoming.

A Doctrine of Self

The clinical choreography of registration, discrimination, and modulation reveals that sensory
coordination is never purely biological—it is always narrated. To grasp the social stakes of that
narration, we must analyze the set of cultural scripts that have framed Autistic life as
pathologically inward, aesthetically devoid, and, therefore, subject to control. Placing the
historical formulation of Autism alongside contemporary neurodivergent critique exposes how
improvisation has been alternately pathologized and reclaimed.

In 1911, Eugen Bleuler enunciated pathological Autism as “the inclination to divorce oneself
from reality.” The third major symptom of schizophrenia, Autism represented a rupture in the
“contiguity” cognition, a “loosening of associations” (Bleuler 14). Together, the symptoms
described a social and cognitive pathology. While Autistics are now diagnosed based on scalar
intensities of feeling (hyper- or hypo- sensitivities), there is also a general mischaracterization of
Autism and Autistics as pathologically introverted; in a state where energies are myopically
directed inwards and “the inner life assumes pathological predominance” (Bleuler 63).

Bleuler coined “Autism” from auto: “self,” and -ism, or -ismés—a suffix that forms abstract nouns
of action, state, condition, or doctrine. Autism is, then, an identity formation that is defined as an
action, state, condition, or doctrine of self. Bleuler imagined a kind of hyper-dense, inward-
facing subject evacuated of sympathetic connective tissue, precluded from particular forms of
social relationships: a disordered cognitive “aesth(c)eticism,” aesth- because the diagnostic tool
was degrees of sensibility, both literally and socially.

Prefiguring the development of sensory integration frameworks, Bleuler identified dyspraxia as a
primary symptom of Autism and schizophrenia, referring to it as a “clouded state” or
“‘Benommenheitszustand” (350). Though Bleuler’s intended use of the term was to connote a
sort of impenetrable “brain fog,” the choice of language doubly resonates with the idea
developed in this article that sensory dyspraxia alters the conditions of auto-location such that a
subject’s sense of being situated in the world is atomized from a clear orientation to a
superimposition of possible states.
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We can track the development of the discursive concept of Autism over time as a proliferation of
doctrines of self: hence the trend towards “Autism spectrum disorder” and “neurodiversity.”
While this diagnostic framework began as a punitive clinical formation, the notion that “autism is
a way of being” (Sinclair 1) has been taken up by Autistic self-advocates as a mode of liberatory
self-identification. What is at stake is not the concept of divergent doctrines of self, but rather
their equal entitlements to social affordances of personhood. The stakes are life and death,
illustrated by the fact that Bleuler eventually recommended euthanasia and sterilization for his
test subjects—reflecting the cruel irony of the desire to sterilize people deemed to be socially
and cognitively impotent.

In Dementia Praecox, Bleuler offers an anecdote about improvisation, where he describes
“acutely catatonic” Autistic women bursting into song and dance:

While in an apparently deep stupor, an acutely catatonic woman would dance to music
with self-improvised steps and movements which gave a delicately aesthetic, as well as
astonishingly accurate, interpretation of the feeling expressed by the music. One of our
female catatonics, continuously irascible and inclined to violence, quite indifferent to her
environment, dirty and indecent in the highest degree, could yet not only dance but could
very accurately adjust herself to every nuance of the music and of her partner’s motions.
(49)

In this scene, Bleuler assumed his subjects’ affective bonds of social kinship to be pathologically
disturbed. Yet the subjects are, somehow, reanimated by the affective power of music, but only
momentarily. Bleuler imagined his vacant subjects thrust into an embodied, mutually-negotiated
improvisation—an improvisation that was only notable as it ironically contrasted their otherwise
repetitive and “non-relational” Autistic behaviour. Bleuler invoked improvisation as evidence of a
cognitive break, a vestigial mode of relation available to otherwise socially amputated subjects.

The same general figure of Autistics as intrinsically non-improvising and non-relational crosses
over into the rhetoric of the improvising branches of Euro-American art music. Describing the
improvisatory strategies of Musica Elettronica Vida, Alvin Curran illustrated the enduring bias:

In an ideal state, all performing musicians will listen with equal intensity and
understanding to every audible sound and musical gesture as if it were their own and
respond only when they must. An important corollary allows this agreement of trust to be
momentarily voided, in cases of inspired autism. (Curran, emphasis in original)

“Inspired autism” here denotes a radical non-listening that occurs when a performer becomes
fixated on some personal relationship and fails to attend to the extended field. The notion is that
“[inspired autism] allows the musician to become absorbed into the particular sonic possibilities
of their instruments, pushing certain techniques to the limit without listening anymore to what
happens around them” (Haffter 197). Although it implies that there is some value to this type of
playing, it still figures Autism as a state of radical non-relation—a doctrine of self that is
myopically self-absorbed.

These two examples offer inversions of the same pathological Autistic figure suffering from
sensory integration dysfunction. Both anecdotes portray states of exception, one where a
normative state of Autistic isolation is interrupted by aberrant and ironic improvisational
relationality, and another where a normative state of improvisational relationality is interrupted
by an aberrant state of Autistic isolation.
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Bleuler’s “female catatonic” would no longer be catatonic if she had been truly improvising,
because then she would have been truly relating and enmeshed in sociality. Instead, Bleuler
sees musical improvisation as a parody of relationality that punctuates otherwise non-relational
repetitive behaviour. Conversely, the notion of “inspired autism” figures ideal improvisation to be
relationality itself: praxis. Its ideal subject can perfectly refract the world through a transparent
prism of self—virtuously virtuosic and dialogical. This constellation of Autism and improvisation
infers an ideal, fully-integrated musician-subject who has direct access to “every audible sound”
and can seamlessly translate these sounds into music cum language (Curran). Listening is
imagined to be endlessly open and expansive. Nothing is shut out; all is received. It imagines a
sensory system without discrimination, just a seamless flow of registration and modulation: input
and output.

Across the board, repetitive Autistic behaviour is rendered as the antithesis of improvisation. It is
scrutinized as a symptom of inscrutable cognitive difference and distance. Both medical and
musical doctrines adjudicate social inclusion by way of relational sensibility; they determine
whether one is apart or a part. Above all, repetition is characteristic of Bleuler’'s enduring
pathology of Autistic behaviour. The repetitious nature of “catatonic” behaviour is presented as
evidence of non-relation since relatedness is thought to be legibly dynamic and reactive to the
environment. In this schema, repetitive behaviour is imagined to be in response to a subject's
internal milieu. This sort of repetitive behaviour, characterized by “repetition, rigidity, and
invariance,” is pathologically defined as “stereotypy” and has been a part of the clinical
approach to Autism since its inception (Cunningham and Schriebman 469). Early clinical
psychology and contemporary approaches to sensory integration dysfunction agree that
stereotypy is a “pervasive and problematic feature of autism” that demands some kind of
therapeutic intervention (Cunningham and Schriebman 477).

Begun in Bleuler’s writing and echoed throughout clinical approaches to Autism and
schizophrenia, stereotypy is defined not only as repetitive but as a purposeless, “senseless
compulsion” (Bleuler 27). Hand flapping, body rocking, toe walking, spinning objects, and
echolalia are common examples of stereotypy (Cunningham and Schriebman 470; Schreibman
et al.). In the contemporary discourses that circulate around sensory dysfunction and Autism,
stereotypy has been largely displaced by the concept of stimming. If diagnostic discourse
encloses Autistic bodies within a narrow doctrine of self, stimming bursts that enclosure. Often
dismissed as purposeless repetition, these rhythmic gestures operate as a territorializing refrain:
a patterned behaviour that carves out a center, marks borders, and opens lines of flight.
Reading stimming in this way reframes it as an improvisational tactic that provides orientation
and invites relation.

In addition to how reframing stereotypy as a relational and improvisational practice broadly
liberates neurodiverse ways of being, this reframing also deconstructs the value systems
associated with musical improvisation that valourize virtuosity. In doing so, the cross-
contamination of musical value systems and cognitive ones is exposed for reevaluation.

Stimming

If Bleuler's scene of catatonic improvisation and Curran’s inspired Autism were to be rephrased
in the terms of Autistic self-advocacy, we might understand the stereotypic behaviour of the
“female catatonic” to be stimming. Derived from “repetitive self-stimulation,” stimming is often
characterized as a self-regulatory response to sensory dysfunction, as research suggests that
“repetitive behaviours may help to distract an individual from an overwhelming sensory
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environment,” serving as “a coping mechanism” or providing “stimulation in the face of
hyposensitivity to the environment” (Nwaordu 4081).

While stimming has been taken up as a colloquial catch-all for stereotypy, the clinical notion of
“self-stimulation” as a coping mechanism is an insufficient concept to contain stereotypic
behaviour in general, as stereotypy has been shown to belong to many different types of
response classes, and to “vary widely not only in form, but in environmental determination—
across individuals, context, setting, and time” (Cunningham and Schreibman 473). Stimming,
broadly defined, remains irreducible to any particular type of behaviour in particular. It is an
embodied technique that facilitates registration, discrimination, and modulation. I like to think of
it as feeling yourself.

Taking stimming to be representative of Autistic behaviour provokes questions such as: can
stimming be relational? Does it precipitate praxis or is it evidence of dyspraxia? Can stimming
be improvisation? Following the observation that stimming is “associated with increased self-
efficacy” (Nwaordu 4081), the idea that the soothing properties lie simply in the repetitive
predictability of behaviours falls short. Instead, seeing as increasing self-efficacy increases
agency, stimming opens the world up to engagement and raises the possibility of encountering
the unknown. Stimming is a mechanism that people use to compose themselves, or to find
composure—though this composure is not necessarily achieved by a flattening, or a reduction,
of experience. The idea that the soothing properties of stimming dull and limit the perception of
the world simply reifies the outdated notion that Autistic people are divorced from the world and
simply desire further withdrawal.

This reading of repetitive behaviour represents the antithesis of improvisation as articulated by
Bleuler, and contemporary thinkers and Autistic self-advocates have asserted an altogether
different understanding of these repetitive actions. They have resoundingly articulated that
stimming is not an isolating behaviour, and that it actually expands and augments fields of
relation and draws people into the world as it “binds autistic culture together” (Felepchuk
“Stimming”). Through this frame, stimming functions as an aesthetic process that recruits the
senses and precipitates perception. The consequence of stimming is not a narrowing
compression of possibility to a predictable range (withdrawal, soothing, coping). Rather
dizzyingly, stimming multiplies the possibility of perception while simultaneously suppressing
perceptions: it is discriminating insofar as it is an inhibitory action that expands relational
agency. Understanding this give-and-take of perception via discrimination produces a different
figure of the able-bodied sensing subject, one that is no longer imagined as having an endlessly
open sensual apparatus. Instead, it infers a multiplicity of sensing subjects who remain in
constant negotiations with their environment through distributed modes of embodied cognition.
This model of ability is not contingent on an equal-opposite foil represented by a pathologically
isolated Autistic subject.

If stimming can be understood to be a form of situated relation, it can be understood to be a
form of improvisation, despite its repetitive characteristics. Improvisation theorist Erin Felepchuk
considers stimming to be improvisatory because “it consists of constant and moment-by-
moment negotiations with my environment and surroundings” (“Stimming”). She demonstrates
how the utter contingency of experience reframes repetitive behaviour as an always new form of
situated improvisation. Even if a repeated action is (ostensibly) the same, the situation is not,
which means that the action itself is not in fact the same action. This understanding infers that
actions, repetitive or not, are always co-compositional with the environment in which they are
performed. The unknowability of future moments renders stimming a form of improvisation as it
navigates, interprets, and interpolates conditions of surprise. Situated in a “disintegrated”
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cultural space where it shapeshifts and morphs, Felepchuk positions improvisatory stimming as
an anti-pathological reframing of divergent perception and action that is, in its fullness, “an
articulation and embodied expression of external and internal worlds” (“Stimming”). Stimming is
rendered a mode of situated improvisation at the margin of sensory dys/function that
simultaneously composes a sense of self and a sense of the world.

Illustrating that stimming is both situated and situating, artist and Autistic advocate Mel Baggs
describes their stimming as a form of capacious communication: “my language is not about
designing words or even visual symbols for people to interpret; it is about being in a constant
conversation with every aspect of my environment” (Baggs). Baggs’ articulation comes in a
context where the potential for relationality is frequently assessed as a facility with language—
where normative communication skills are a stand-in for the extent of inner life. Baggs’
invocation of language demonstrates the stakes of the legibility of stimming in normative
spaces. Whether stimming is rendered as a form of catatonic withdrawal that blocks
relationality, or as a mode of embodied co-compositional improvisation, informs what constitutes
valid social participation for Autistic people. Understanding stimming to be a form of
communication surpasses the notion that stimming is a form of discrimination that precipitates
sensory integration. Stimming as communication becomes a form of situated relationality itself—
one that draws the stimming subject into expansive networks of relation with human and
nonhuman interlocutors alike. Stimming becomes a form of rhythmic inter-animation with an
environment filled with surprise. Given that improvisation is frequently defined as a mode of
non-linguistic communication under conditions of surprise, the notion that repetitive self-
stimulation could be a form of improvisation is rendered consonant, despite its cyclical nature
(Christiansen and Chater).

Understanding stimming as a situated, improvisational way of being in the world extends
beyond the scope of pathological behaviour into the domain of neurotypical life. It provokes
reflection on rhythmic modes of self-composition and interrogates the mechanisms of sensory
integration that support individuation. Might the rhythmic nature of stimming, alongside its
compositional function, invite an understanding of neurodivergent relationality akin to musical
improvisation? How does stimming, as both a discriminatory and communicative body
technique, help to constitute the boundaries between one’s sense of self and one’s sense of the
world?

Stimming can be framed as a relational mechanism of sensory integration whose repetitive,
musical, nature functions to produce the complex sets of relations and borders that define the
boundaries of self—a territorializing refrain. The notion of the refrain lends itself to this discourse
in numerous ways, not the least of which is the dual meaning of “refrain” as both communicative
repetition and a form of withholding discrimination. In the introduction to the chapter “Of the
Refrain” in A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari conjure a scene in which a
child walks alone in the wilderness and hums a repetitive tune that orients them and protects
them in the face of chaos of the world. It is easy to imagine that this child is stimming. Through
this scene of repetitive self-soothing behaviour, the authors draw out their own tripartite system
of sensory territorialization that helps to make sense of stimming as a radical form of
relationality, one that precipitates the co-composition of both one’s sense of self and one’s
sense of the world. In an echo of Felepchuk’s definition of stimming, refrains serve to “express
the relation of the territory they draw to the interior milieu of impulses and exterior milieu of
circumstances” (Deleuze and Guattari 317).

Just as stimming operates as a form of autolocation for subjects whose sensorium threatens to
disintegrate into the chaos of their surroundings, the first aspect of the territorializing refrain
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produces the possibility of a centre through repetitive behaviour, thus serving the foundational
function of sensory integration, the autolocation of self. The second part produces the possibility
of the home through repetitive rhythmic structures and behaviours that mark the boundaries
between the internal, self-composed territories and the territory of the outside world. This maps
cleanly onto the way that stimming, and repetitive behaviour in general, can produce safe,
familiar terrain for folks with sensory dysfunction. Thirdly, the refrain creates an opening back
into the world, through which “one launches forth, hazards an improvisation.” The refrain, then,
fundamentally precipitates an improvisation that is co-compositional. Just as the refrain serves
to insulate the assemblage of self, it promises that “to improvise is to join with the World, or
meld with it” (Deleuze and Guattari 311).

Stimming functions as a refrain that rhythmically punctuates the fuzzed-out territories of self. In
doing so, it defines the clear boundaries between “I” and “it,” while simultaneously giving way to
the utterly enmeshed contingency of self-perception and the perception of the world. This is to
say, sensory integration is always also sensory disintegration. It reifies separation while also
amplifying the ambiguity of any actual territorial delineation. How is one to know where exactly
one ends and everything else begins? As much as stimming marks the borders between self
and world, it also complicates and couples them, as internal and external milieu do not remain in
stable separation; instead, they tend to give way to each other and transform through their
mutual contingency in a field of relation.

Repetitive behaviour, however, is only the legible expression of a broader dynamic | name
fielding. Where the refrain demarcates, fielding describes the distributed choreography through
which the “interior milieu” of bodies and the “external milieu” of environments continuously
re-shape each other. Fielding scales up from discrete stims to the ambient negotiations that
render subject and world co-extensive, provisional, and always already improvising. Fielding
names the process of inhabiting the margins of dis/integration.

Fielding

Thinking with Autistic epistemologies towards a radically co-composed theory of subjectivity,
cultural theorist and political philosopher Erin Manning makes an invitation to linger in the
midfield of sensory dis/integration. She describes modes of sense-making that defer total
integration, where “perception does not hurry toward form” (“The Minor Gesture” 134):

The main difference between the autistic and the neurotypically inclined is not the
modality of perception as such but how perception is fielded. In the neurotypical,
because the fielding is more direct in the sense that parsing happens more quickly, this
is what allows the neurotypical to be so certain that experience begins with them, in the
body. [. . .] From the perspective of autistic perception, [. . .] subjectivity is in the making,
in the field. Subjectivity is not felt as predetermining: it is connected to the field of
experience as it in-forms it. (“The Minor Gesture” 135; emphasis added)

Manning draws the field of relation into view by focusing on the friction of sensory integration
dysfunction. The grinding background noise of dyspraxia pulls attention toward an ambient field
of co-composition. Here, ironically, sensory praxis has a masking effect that obscures the
disintegrated complexity of being—seamless sensory function plasters over the dis/continuities
of self and environment: “most of us [neurotypicals] parse experience before having a direct
experience of the field in its complexity. The autistic, on the other hand, directly perceives the
complexity before (and between) the parsings” (Manning, “For a Pragmatics” 14).
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Manning’s account of cognition is deeply contingent on embodied relation; she lingers in
suspended improvisations that refuse to come to cadence. She prolongs and reroutes the
subjectifying (territorializing) forces of environmental affordances into on-going negotiations that
don’t ever quite cohere into fully separate subjects or worlds—internal and external milieux
remain suspended in a hypostatic mixture. But this doesn’t account for the extent to which both
things remain true: the boundaries between things are both cloudy and clear, as one tends to
know where one begins and ends, more or less.

While I’'m drawn to this expansive endpoint of indeterminacy, entering Manning'’s field requires a
leap. It's a familiar leap for Gibsonian environmental models of cognition, as they jump to an
irreducible direct perception of the environment for sensing subjects. Environmental models
take recourse to the idea that things in the world afford us their direct perception: things-in-
themselves offer up unmediated relations. But what if we flip this affordance model and deal
with the fact that much of what is directly perceptible through embodiment is the familiar
intimacy of dyspraxia? What sort of mechanisms could be at work that accounts for the “direct
experience” shared between sensory systems and their environments, given the arbitrary
disintegration of sensory systems at every level? Adopting a negative ecological model that
understands non-, or anti-, affordances to be nonetheless relational invites Autistic subjectivities
to emerge out of the utterly contingent field of relation.

This notion of a non-affordance sets up fielding to reconcile the circular logic that an action can
be both situated and situating. Here, stereotypic improvisation emerges as a viable framework
that promises to explain how nervous systems come to adaptively guide behaviour without
recourse to either the realist “direct perception” of environmental models of cognition, or to the
idealist models that give priority to a predictive internal milieu.

lllustrating the concept of fielding, cognitive philosophers of improvisation Bertinetto and
Gruneberg imagine a baseball player practicing catching a fly ball (37). Though this form of
practice prepares the fielder to play a game, it does not actually prepare the fielder for the total
contingency of any particular occasion of fielding. They describe how, given all the preparation,
rehearsing, and repertoire in the world, when it comes time to catch an actual ball in an actual
game, the fielder’s action plan emerges, improvisationally, out of the ongoing situated moment
itself. They insist on the unique contingency of the present, as practice is just a preparation to
navigate a field of possibility, known and unknown.

Bertinetto and Gruneberg'’s theory of fielding explains how “we acquire the habits that rule our
actions through the exercise of the actions that are ruled by habits” (38). This sensory
integration puzzle of actions and habits is a proxy for a larger problem that asks how “self-
organizing systems” (read: biological structures), whose primary organizational feature is
pattern adherence, can possibly arise out of the chaos of the world? That is, how can biological
structures integrate themselves at the cellular level, let alone at the sensing one? Akin to the
territorializing effects of stimming, this cognitive framing situates sensing bodies inside a
disintegrated field of relation and therefore employs improvisation as a fundamental logic
inherent to life-sustaining systems, inviting musical metaphor into models of mind.

Like Manning, Bertinetto and Grlineberg also linger in the field of relation, dispersing the illusion
of goal-oriented behaviour into an affective tonality where purpose is no longer the impetus
behind normal action, but a sense of being purposeful can emerge in the flux of contingency—a
field of playful improvisation. There are no longer reasons for things, but things for reasons. As
opposed to actions following rules, they find that, “the sense, or the rule of action, is generated
by means of responding to its situation” (Bertinetto and Grineberg 51), and since all actions are
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performed in real situations, there is continuous modification of an “action plan” improvised in
flux. Therein, Bertinetto and Grlneberg conclude that “improvisational action performance is
primary over the intentional determination of action. [. . .] Human action (including planning) is
improvisational” (40).

This limited ecological approach highlights the uncompressed contingency of situated, actual,
instances of surprise, where “paradigmatic mental acts, such as imagination, counting, and
arithmetic, are dependent on sensorimotor interaction with an affording environment” (van den
Herik and Bruineberg 18). Stimming, or fielding, represents precisely this sort of “sensorimotor
interaction” that produces the possibility of purposeful action, distributing cognition across
sensory systems and the non-affordances of environments. In so doing, a fuzziness emerges
between body and environment where certain repetitive actions may produce legibly goal-
oriented actions.

Fielding as a form of distributed cognition describes a framework in which self-reflexive
boundaries are negotiated by rhythmic pulses of stimulation. It is precisely the repetitious nature
of the behaviour, situated in the foggy midfield of dis/identification, that collapses modulation
and registration, and presents a mode of improvisation that is both situated and situating,
structuring sensory integration itself. Each instance of repetition sounds out the environment as
it interpenetrates subjects through resonance and refraction.

Conclusion

This article has traced the entanglements of improvisation and sensory integration as they
connect cognition, perception, and sociality. By examining Autistic practices like stimming
alongside concepts from music, philosophy, and cognitive science, the analysis shows that
improvisation operates at multiple levels: from the reflexes of the vestibular system up into
conscious communication. The interdisciplinary approach shows how the friction of sensory
integration can provoke new modes of understanding, repetitive gestures can be purposeful,
and the boundaries between self and environment are continually co-created through
improvised action. Together, these insights dismantle the simplistic opposition between
structure and spontaneity. Instead, structures themselves appear to arise from improvisational
processes that are responsive and situational by nature.

Situated in broader scholarly discourse, these findings reconfigure normative theories of mind
as they structure notions of aesthetic evaluation, improvisation, and neurodiversity. For
improvisation studies, the inclusion of neurodivergent aesthetics affirms that improvisational
creativity is not limited by neurocognitive profile. In fact, thinking with improvisation and sensory
dysfunction together draws out a mode of praxis where the messiness of action, perception, and
decision-making promises to reframe “the artificial boundary between art and life”
(Nachmanovitch 16).

For cognitive and philosophical debates, this work aligns with emerging models that reject rigid
mind/body dichotomies in favor of relational, processual accounts of mind. Grounding these
models in Autistic perspectives not only challenges narratives that cast neurodivergent
behaviours as deficits, but also highlights their epistemic value. Recognizing stimming and other
neurodivergent practices as forms of improvisation fosters more inclusive understandings of
communication and community, inviting scholars and practitioners alike to reconsider how we
define purposeful behaviour. What neurodivergent modes of embodied cognition disclose are
not limits of action, but the constant improvisation that perception and action entail, as one’s
sense of self and the environment are continually co-composed at the flickering margins of
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sensory dis/integration.
Note

'See examples of similar arguments in: Theodore M. Porter’'s The Rise of Statistical Thinking
(on statistics and Eugenics); Erica M. Fretwell’'s Sensory Experiments (on psychophysics, race
and the adjudication of sensations); Daston and Galison’s Objectivity (on mechanical
objectivity); Jonathan Crary’s Techniques of the Observer (on vision and modernity); and
W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (on the metric sociologies of American chattel
slavery), to name but a few.
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