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What was I to do when the university course I was on wanted me to write an essay on social death?  For sure I had listened carefully to the relevant lectures and read the books, but as a person on the experienced side of 60 years “blessed” with Asperger’s syndrome, I felt that everything that had happened in my life, at least on the subject of social death, was way more informative than the lectures and text books.  As a first essay in a first-year university course, we students were permitted to relate something simple, such as an experience from our own lives.  We were also permitted to use the first person style of writing if we chose to. 
Social Death was something I had blundered into many many times, so much so that sometimes wondered if I had ever been socially “alive” to start with.  So follows my essay, an introduction of how to spend a lifetime trying to make headway while living on an alien planet filled with a strange illogical species called homo sapiens.  It has been slightly “tweaked” from the university offering to make it hopefully more suitable to offer to members of the Autism Spectrum Kiwis (ASK) group. 
This essay discusses an event/interaction/situation that I have experienced or observed.  The "event" was easy to decide upon: I selected the ultimate macro event,  my life to date.  Perhaps the reader may think that my life should constitute many events, interactions and situations.  My response is that, in a sense very real to me, my entire life to date has been only one event.  And that event remains in the form of a quest to find something with real meaning to me, something which, when I find it, will instantly remove my feeling of being lost on a strange planet.  When that moment occurs, I will have found me, I will then have my own beginning of a real life.  After that, I will be able to, like everybody else appears to be able to now, understand that life unfolds in a series of separately identifiable steps which I will then be able to subdivide into mundane but comfortingly normal pigeonholes of events, interactions and situations.
But I cannot do that collation of life steps yet.  Not while a heartless twist of fate leaves me still stumbling about, confused, born on the wrong planet, an intelligent, sentient being, self-aware enough to know that there is, there must be, a Somewhere Else where I do belong, a place I can call Home.  If I could find home, I would feel alive.
So all I can do here is to describe what I could call my Waiting Event, probably more correctly termed my Waiting Continuum, the only thing that has happened / is happening to me which I can think of as truly real.  The curious part is, I could have written an essay in this vein years ago, and I would have considered it a pleasant fiction, perhaps even used it as a basis for some rather esoteric science fiction stories yet to be written.  I am sure I could write great science fiction.
But, Dear Reader, my perceived life is not fiction.  I have known this for some two years, since my diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism.  To explain what this means in layperson’s terms, Asperger’s syndrome is a neurological difference in the brain “wiring”.  An interesting analogy for Star Trek fans is that an ordinary human could be likened to an android with all of his or her programming in place and functioning, whereas somebody with Asperger’s syndrome (we call ourselves Aspies) has parts of the programming malfunctioning.  It is not uncommon for an Aspie, to continue with the analogy, to have malfunctioning social interaction and emotional programs.  In addition we are often oversensitive to external stimuli: the volume control on Aspie sensory organs is also often set too high for comfort.  If only it could be turned down a bit, Aspies like me would have a better chance of coping in this strange and illogical world where I remain in the process of the Waiting Continuum.

I leave the Star Trek android analogy behind now.  It has done its job in providing a quick, though incomplete, outline of what Aspies like me need to cope with constantly.  Which leads to the reason for the title of this essay, Social Death.
I do wonder if I would have preferred a title of Social Not-alive, which unlike Social Death, might not carry a possible implication that one was once socially alive but now is not.  I was never socially alive in any sense that I could understand.  However the option of writing on being socially not-alive was not offered by the university, so Social Death the title had to be.
Had I ever understood the subleties of social events, the nuances of social interaction, and the true purpose of the (to me) arbitrary construction of social situations, then I would have felt from the start that I was part of a living human system I could understand.  Then of course this essay could not have been written, for I could not have conceived it, there would have been nothing going on around me that could have been perceived by me as being out of the ordinary.  I would have made friends, like everybody else, loved sports, like everybody else, felt confident about mingling casually, like everybody else.  I would have understood, in that ordinary human way I can in fact never truly understand, the unspoken rules and mores of human society, and thus would never have had to learn them so consciously and laboriously over years, even decades.
Here are some opinions and observations I picked up over the years: social death comes from not knowing the unspoken rules when everybody else around you does.  Others can see you reacting badly, inappropriately, or not at all in the usual interaction and banter of a loose social group.  After a while they will stop trying to interact with you.  They will not understand your actions like you do not understand theirs.  Social death QED.  I know this from hard lessons learned from the unhappy repetition over years.  This is not the only kind of social death.  Luckily, I did not find myself on the receiving end of much taunting (another form of social death) as I grew up.  This is a not uncommon occurrence for Aspies, but I was lucky I guess.  Mostly I was simply left off invitation lists.  Eventually I learned to notice the signs that I was being assessed by my social group as a little different to others, but I did not gain any insight as to why this should be so in my case (I had to consciously learn how to notice.  Do ordinary people have to learn how to notice social subleties or does it come naturally?).  Aspies are as smart as anybody else, but not in the social theatre of life.
To return to a point I mentioned earlier, I always felt that I was on a strange planet full of incomprehensible life-forms called humans.  The feeling remained pervasive that I should wait until I felt I was where I belonged, before I could truly begin to live my life with a sense of permanence surrounded by people I understood and who understood me.  In this sense I considered my whole life to be one great waiting period for this to happen.  Stuck in such a bland malaise, no smaller thing that happened in my life was considered an event separate from The Waiting Continuum.  
Hence I present to the reader my whole life as a social death event.
As a footnote I should add that some Aspie friends of mine who read this, said that it was quite a “dark” essay.  I suppose it is.  Be assured though that if you, fellow Aspie like me, find yourself on the wrong planet ( that is, the planet you are on at this very moment), it is not all bad.  Some neurotypicals (those are the ordinary humans), the good ones, will understand that you view life a bit differently and they will often make allowances for you.  Sometimes they will openly defend your eccentric social behaviour.  It was always a relief for me to hear somebody say out loud to the group by way of explanation and forgiveness after I had committed yet another social blunder, “Oh, that’s just Stan (let him be, he’s OK).”  
If the ordinary earthlings see you trying to be genuinely sociable and polite, they will usually make allowances for you (even if, as I do, we inadvertently make a hash of it).  I believe it is the perceived sincerity behind our attempts to be a functioning and genuinely worthy member of society, which helps us get by in this world.  Earthlings are flexible, we may not understand their sometimes strange social rituals and that may cause us stress, but generally they are not out to get us.  
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