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Infroduction (569 words)

The novel The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time was written
by Mark Haddon in 2003. Haddon was born in October 28, 1962, in
Northampton, Britain. He is a novelist, poet, playwright, artist, carfoonist,
and illustrator. Haddon always wanted to write for the adult audience,
and even though he did, most of his literary pieces were for children and
for teenagers. However, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time
was his first book dedicated fo the young-adult and adult public.
Haddon’s novel immediately won fans in each group, quickly selling
more than a million copies in both markets, in no small part because of
the unique voice of its narrator. The book earned critical acclaim as well,
receiving praise from outlets like the New York Times and from noted
authors including lan McEwan. To date, The Curious Incident of the Dog
in the Night-time has become an international best seller. Despite his
work with autistic children, Haddon assures that he had done very little

research on the topic before wrifing the novel: .

“I know very litfle about the subject. | did no reseach for The Curious
Incident. [...] Imagination always trumps reseach. [...] The Curious
Incident is not a book about Asperger’s. It's a novel whose central
character describes himself as a ‘'mathematician with some behavioural

"y

difficulties

The novel presents Christopher Boone, an autistic 15-year-old narrator of
a revelatory novel. He relaxes by groaning and doing math problems in
his head, eafs red -but not yellow or brown - foods and screams when he
is touched. Strange as he may seem, other péopie are far more a

mystery to him, as he lacks the intuitive "theory of mind" by which most of

! www.markhaddon.com/aspergers-and-autism
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us sense what is going on in other people's heads. When his neighbor's
poodle, Wellington, is killed and Christopher is falsely accused of the
crime, he decides that he will take a page from Sherlock Holmes (one of
his favorite characters) and frack down the killer while writing a book
about the investigation, with his teacher’s help. As the case makes him
discover the secrets of his parents' broken marriage and then forces him
to live an incredible adventure to find the place where he belongs fo, he
must learn to use logic to understand the world that sfill remains @
mystery to him. Although the novel never mentions autism, the novel's
protagonist shows several symptoms that characterize the disorder, such
as difficulty in reading facial expressions, repulsion to physical contact,

odd behaviors as rocking back and forth and lack of empathy.

Personci'ly, | really enjoyed the way in which Haddon has reflected the
emotions and the way the main character sees the world. That is why this
extended essay will mainly focus on Christopher Boone's character and
how brilliantly Mark Haddon has portrayed him. Consequently, my aim
will be answering the following research question: How far does
Christopher's condition limit or enlighten his perspective on life? In order
to do this, | will divide my extended essay into two sections, | will identify
specific scenes in which Christopher behaves in an unusual way
according to generally accepted patterns of behavior, and explore, in
the first section, those incidents which limit his understanding of the world
around him and in the second section, those which allow him fo see
more clearly than those who fit into the so-called “normal” patterns of

behavior.
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Chiristopher’s illness as a limitation (1644 words)

According to the organization “Autism Speaks”, Asperger is defined as:

“an iliness where the person who suffers from it has difficulty with social
interactions and shows a very close range of interests and repetfitive
behaviors. Their motor development may be delayed, leading to
clumsiness or uncoordinated movements. Also, they may have limited or
inappropriate  social interactions with  nonverbal communication
(gestures, facial expression, etc.) with verbal skills inability fo understand

social or emotional issues or nonliteral phrases™?

At the beginning of the novel, as he infroduces himself, Christopher
mentions his lack of understanding of facial expressions. This is a clear
fact that limits him in his daily life. Deductive logic is not on his favor, as
he is unable to grasp the meaning of certain faces, he cannot
understand how and why people’s facial expressions change. Even
though Siobhan, his teacher, has drawn faces showing different
emotions to help him, he still cannot understand what they mean
because “People’s faces move very quickly"3 for Christopher. This shows
his lack of ability at the time of reading faces. Such common expressions
like doubt, anger, surprise or confusion remain a mystery to him, thus

narrowing his relationship with people he does not know very well.

Christopher has very poor social skills due to the fact that he cannot
imagine what other people are thinking or feeling. This is very noticeable
when he cannot explain himself affer Mrs. Shears and the policeman

enquire him about Wellington, his neighbor's dead dog:

2 http://www.autismspeaks.org/what-autism/asperger-syndrome?2gclid=Ci3U7pedisACFSdk7A0dBz0A2Q

® Haddon Mark, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, Vintage Random House, Great Britain,
2004, chapter 2, page 3.
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“ | wanted to answer the question properly, but the policeman did noft

give me enough time to work out the correct answer"
At which he quickly feels overwhelmed and starts groaning:

“I rolled back onto the lawn and pressed my forehead fo the ground

again and made the noise that Father calls groaning.™s

Another clear impediment for Christopher is his incapability of
understanding jokes. He lacks the sense of humor and the pleasure that
laughter causes. That is why, when he undertakes the project of writing a

murder mystery novel about Wellington's death, he states:
“There will be no jokes in this book, because | don’t understand them™é

Jokes are sometimes complex and most of them contain some kind of
hidden message, which is what makes them funny. As it has already
been mentioned, Christopher finds it hard to understand anything that is
not straightforward. The fact that one word can have mulfiple meanings
confuses Christopher and makes him feel uncomfortable and that is the
reason why jokes and metaphors (which work for him in a similar way as

jokes), are incomprehensible for him:

“The second main reason (why he finds people confusing) is that people

talk using metaphors™?

Metaphors include a comparison between one thing and another, both

of which have usudlly no actual relation. Chris"ropher can only feel

4 Op cit, chapter 11, page 7.
> Op cit, chapter 11, page 8.
¢ Op cit, chapter 13, page 10.
7 Op cit, chapter 29, page 19.
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comfortable with the literal meaning of words since he lacks the power
to deduce the metaphorical meaning of certain common expressions.
He even suggests that they should be called “lies”, the reason why he

thinks this way is clearly explained in the following extract from the novel:

“I think it should be called a lie because [..] when | fry and make a
picture of the phrase in my head if just confuses me because imagining
an apple in someone’s eye doesn't have anything to with with liking
someone a lot and it makes you forget what the person was talking

about"8

It is clear that Christopher is socially underequipped and this inability to
empathize makes him dislike social interaction and ftry fo avoid it

whenever possible.

Another episode in the novel that makes it clear that Asperger acts as a
limitation for Christopher is when he lets colours change his mood.
Christopher explains that he ranks the day according to the number and

color of the cars he sees on his way to school:

“ 4red carsin a row made it a Good Day, and 3 red cars in a row made
it a Quite Good Day, and 5 red cars in a row made it a Super Good Day.

[...] 4 yellow cars in a row made it a Black Day".?

He explains he does this because it is his own way of giving order to
things and he adds that he feels safe when he does this. At first sight, this
might seem just as unusual as his Father's habit of putting his frousers on
before his socks every morning because it is his order. However,

Chistopher takes this habit to a different level, it becomes an obsession

8 Op cit, chapter 29, page 20.
° Op cit, chapter 47, page 31
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on which both, his actions and mood depend. On “Very Good Days” he
is a totally positive person that is wiling to engage in every project that
comes up to his mind and just because it is a “Very Good Day”, he

believes that he will succeed and nothing sad or bad can happen:

“In the bus on the way to school next morning we passed 4 red cars in a
row which meant that it was a Good day, so | decided nof fo be sad

about Wellingfon."10

On the other hand, on Black Days Christopher refuses to speak to
anyone, sits by himself and does not eat at lunch. He cannot conftrol his
mood in the same way he cannot confrol his dislike for certain colors,
namely yellow and brown and his repulsion if two different types of food

touch on his plate:

“Father banged the table with his fist really hard so that the plates and
his knife and fork jumped around and my ham jumped sideways so that
it touched the broccoli so | couldn’t eat the ham or the broccoli any

more."!!

The extract above may show some kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder
in Christopher. OCD (obsessive-compulsive behaviour) “is an anxiety
disorder characterized by uncontrollable, unwanted thoughts and
repetitive, ritualized behaviours you feel compelled fo perform.”!? His
irational hatred for certain colors or his obsession for the way in which
food should not touch on the plate become so excessive that they
interfere with his daily life and although he admits they are irrational, he

cannot resist them and break free.

10 Op cit, page 31

H Op cit, page 63

? Robinson Lawrence, Smith Melinda, Segal Jeanne, “Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder”,
www.helpguide.org/mental/obsessive _compulsive disorder ocd.htm
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One of Christopher’'s main traifs is his power of observation and his
attention to detadil. He can remember every detail of any place he visits,
and he can rapidly perceive if there is any change if he has visited it
before. However, when he is in a new place, he collapses as he tries to
process every single detail in very little time, and his mind freezes.
Christopher explains what happens to him in chaptfer 181 with an

example of a field:

“(...) It is very tiring if | am in a new place, as | see all these things and if
someone asked me how the cows looked like, | could ask which one and

I could do a drawing of them at home (...]"13

This exireme attention to detail acts as limiting factor for Christopher
when he finds himself stuck in the train station of Swindon on his way to

see his mother in London:

“.. I was scared so | was not noticing things very well [...] And if was like
standing on a cliff in a really strong wind because it made me feel giddy

and sick..."'4

As he walks through the train station, Christopher feels overwhelmed to
the point that he gets paralysed. In this case | believe that his unlimited

memory plays against him, as it prevents him from fulfilling his aim.

Once he is able to overcome his fear on the frain journey, Christopher

finds his way to the subway platform but an incident at this point portrays

*® Haddon Mark, The Curious Incident of the Dog jf the Night-Time, Vintage Random House, Great
Britain, 2004, chapter 181, page 176.

“ Op cit, chapter 191, page 179.
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