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Introduction

Critique of current psychological models regarding autism.

Theory of mind deficit, executive dysfunction, and weak coherence
theory.

Empathising-systemising theory (Baron-Cohen, 2008) and
monotropism theory (Murray, Lesser and Lawson, 2005).

A central core ‘deficit’ or ‘difference’ is postulated by each.

How accurate are they when viewed by an ‘insider’ who has been so
diagnosed?

The inconsistencies of these models need to be critiqued in order to
subvert the dominance they enjoy in defining what it is to be autistic.



Theory of mind deficit

The abllity to empathise with others and imagine their thoughts and
feelings, in order to comprehend and predict the behaviour of others
(also called ‘mind-reading’ and ‘mentalising’).

This was postulated as a key feature of autism due its
distinctiveness, in terms of not being found with other syndromes.

Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) found that 80% of autistic children
between the ages of 6-16 failed at false belief tasks.

These findings were also repeated in subsequent studies using
people rather than dolls like in the Sally-Ann test (Leslie and Frith,
1988).



Critique

Eisenmajer and Prior (1991) suggested that task failure could be
due to difficulties with language or memory.

DeGelder (1987) - failure to complete such tasks could be due to a
lack of motivation to deceive.

Nazeer (2006) — failure may be due to test anxiety and second
guessing examiners, having already given an ‘incorrect response’ to
the initial part of the experiment.

Rogers et al. (2003) — difference between the ability to ascertain the
feelings of others and the development of empathy once these
feelings are known about.

Happe (1994a) - 20% of autistic children consistently pass theory of
mind tests, questioning the universality of this ‘deficit’ and thus its
role as a ‘core feature’.



Critique (2)

The theory does not give an explanatory account of other autistic
behaviour patterns, such as an insistence on sameness or
‘stereotypies’.

Nazeer (2006) — Everyone can make mistakes, something that is
relied upon by actors, liars, spies and salespeople.

Lawson (2010) — Theory of mind built up by different means, and
through interests being developed.

Difficulties with understanding self and other have also been cited
regarding those who are deaf, blind, or those with a diagnosis of
schizophrenia (Dahigren et al., 2003 and Peterson et al., 2000, cited
iIn Lawson, 2010; Sprong et al. 2007).

For me, people are essentially unpredictable and full ‘empathy’ is a
‘convenient’ illusion.

Essentially, the theory of mind explanation of autism is neither able
to show universality or causal precedence.



Ethnomethodology and autism

« Garfinkel (1967) - the fragile nature of perceived social reality.

* When the ‘natural attitude’ (the belief that everything is how one
thinks it is and others perceive things in much the same way) is
‘breached’, people are put under a state of stress and do everything
In their power to repair the breach.

« Everyday interaction involves the work of ‘skilled social actors’ -
easily broken down if individuals do not share a common ‘ethno’ (or
shared cultural understanding) of the methods of communicating
these understandings.



The double empathy problem

If autistic people are not socialised into the same shared ‘ethno’ as
‘neurotypical’ people - ‘breaches’ in understanding would happen all
the time, leaving both in a state of confusion.

There exists a ‘double empathy’ problem, in the sense of both
autistic and neurotypical people having a severe difficulty in
understanding the ‘other’.

McGeer (2004) — Theories based upon the notion of a ‘lack of
empathy’ are based on a one-sided asymmetrical view of two people
failing to understand one another.

Lack of awareness of self and others shown to be untrue when
looking at the personal accounts of those diagnosed.



Executive dysfunction

Disrupted development of central executive processing.
Linked to the behavioural observations of ‘rigidity’ of thought.

Executive dysfunction refers to the ability to maintain an appropriate
problem-solving strategy in order to attain a future goal.

Hughes (2001), disruption to the central executive would lead to
difficulties in pretend play and maintaining joint attention with others.



Critique

« Lawson (2010) suggests that difficulties with executive functioning is
common amongst autistic people, yet not a causal factor.

 When interested and focused, autistic people can display similar
executive functioning to neuro-typical people.

« Rather than utilising a standard ‘functionalist’ cognitive psychological
view of executive processing, | would suggest there may be a
difference within the way autistic executive processing operates,
rather than an impairment or deficiency.



Central coherence theory

Happe (1994a) — previous theories mentioned have lack of
explanatory value when considering autistic ‘strengths’ and ‘talents’.

Shah and Frith (1983) found that autistic people outperformed non-
autistic people at embedded figure tests, and picking out details
from a visual array.

These tasks required the ignoring of ‘overall meaning’ in order to
solve, and was followed by similar findings using a ‘block design’
task (Shah and Frith, 1993).

Happe (1994a) — this ‘weak drive for central coherence’, would
account for problems with processing overall contextual meanings,
whilst simultaneously having advantages in processing details or
parts of an overall context, opening up the debate regarding whether
autism could be seen as a ‘cognitive style’ rather than a ‘deficit’ in
processing.



The Navon test



Critique

Mottron et al. (1999), Baron-Cohen (2008), Lawson (2010) - autistic
people are able to process the ‘whole picture’. Autistic people are
able to process the larger letter, yet have a tendency to be drawn to
the smaller.

Lawson (2010) — this is particularly the case when that which is
being processed is within an autistic person’s attention and interest
system.



Empathising-systemising (E-S) theory

Baron-Cohen (2008) argued that alongside ‘delays and deficits’ in
empathy, the strengths found amongst autistic people could be
explained by an intact or even superior skill in ‘systemising’.

Refers to the drive to analyse and construct ‘systems’.

Reinterprets autistic traits as a result of intelligent behaviour rather
than with reference to a damaged cognitive system.

Regarded as a ‘cognitive style’ - highly purposeful in discovering the
ultimate understanding of how a system operates.

The E-S theory of autism has also been extended to the ‘extreme
male brain’ theory of autism (Baron-Cohen, 2008).



Critique

Circularity of logic - the diagnostic tests utilised to define autism
already operate within a framework of deficient empathy and
features described by Baron-Cohen (2008) as ‘systematic’, therefore
those diagnosed will inevitably score in a predictable fashion on
these quotients.

“What we need to appreciate is that they [psychometric
guestionnaires] are maps and not the territory, metaphor and not the
thing itself.” (Timini et al. 2011: 83).

Use of quotient questionnaires to measure personality are very
reminiscent of psychometric personality testing, exemplified in the
work of Eysenck and Rachman’s (1965).

Like Eysenck and Rachman (1965), Baron-Cohen (2008) suggests
an underlying biological cause for differences on the empathising-
systemising continuum.



Critique (2)

Richards (2002) - trait theory rests upon the assumption that a
consistent structure of personality resides in each individual person,
yet Richards (2002) argues that traits are nothing more than
constructions in the ‘eye of the beholder’ that reflect a world view of
the perceiver, rooted within cultural ideologies, and not a reflection
of inner psychological dispositions of those being rated.

Mischel (1968, cited in Butt, 2007) also criticised the questionnaires
used in psychometric testing, with words such as ‘often’ being
construed to mean different things to different people and are thus
an invalid indicator of some ‘underlying trait’, accordingly, behaviour
IS theorised as much more context specific and socially situated.



Monotropism

Murray et al. (2005) argue that the central core feature in autism
refers to an atypical strategy being employed in the distribution of
attention.

Monotropism suggests that the amount of attention available to an
Individual at any one time is necessarily limited, as can be found
amongst numerous cognitive studies.

Murray et al. (2005) propose that strategies for the way attention is
used is normally distributed, and to a large degree genetically
determined, between those with a broad use of attention, and those
who concentrate attention on a small number of ‘interests’ (likened
to the difference between a dissipated ‘diffused light’ and a ‘torch
beam’).



Critique

This theory suggests a number of features found in autistic
subjective accounts that are not attended to by the other
psychological theories. For instance, how individuals on the autism
spectrum show a tendency toward either being passionately
Interested in a task or phenomena, or not interested at all.

Monotropism also suggests a reason for the sensory integration
difficulties found in the accounts of autistic people, as they suggest
there is a ‘hyper-awareness’ of phenomena within the attentional
tunnel, but hypo-sensitivity to phenomena outside of it.

‘We suggest that the uneven skills profile in autism depends on
which interests have been fired into monotropic superdrive and
which have been left unstimulated by any felt experience.” (Murray
et al. 2005: 143).



Criticisms raised by others on the spectrum

lan Ford - what constitutes the essential ‘autistic difference’ is not
distinguished from initial diagnostic procedures — reifying the
existing criteria, rather than critiquing it.

Amanda Baggs - the definition of ‘mono’ or ‘one’ being an inaccurate
description of autistic thought processes.

No ‘pure’ description of autistic experience, as mediated through
cultural discourse and the views of non-autistic people:

‘Monotropism may be rooted in autistic people being constantly told
by others we have a one track mind without sufficient reflection on
what one track means’.



The legacy of psychological theories

« Grayson (2006) argues that psychological theory has contributed to
the well-being of autistic children, socially, educationally and
clinically.

« |tis questionable however, as to how the positioning of autistic
people as cognitively deficient, has helped the well-being of autistic
people in society.

« Happe (1994a) suggests that a psychological theory of autism must
be able to explain the co-occurrence of the three core impairments
as described in diagnostic criteria. However, by taking such a
position, she reifies the existing behavioural system of classification
as unproblematic, a view not necessarily shared by those diagnosed
as such.



The legacy of psychological theories (2)

An often reported autistic ‘difference’ is that of sensitivity to sensory
stimuli (Rodgers et al. 2003). Yet, as this characteristic was not
initially observable in outward behaviour, coupled with its lack of
specificity to those diagnosed as autistic, it has acquired little
attention until fairly recently.

A major criticism of these models, is that they are formed (with the
exception of monotropism theory) from a perspective of a cognitive
paradigm overly restricted by its total adherence to scientific
positivistic method.

Dawson et al. (2008) and Lawson (2010) — critical of the normative
view of development and the ‘disordered other’.



The legacy of psychological theories (3)

* ‘An explicit disavowal of the psychoanalytic formulation of autism as
rooted in the mother-child relationship motivated the project of
defining autism strictly as an organic disorder.” (Nadesan, 2005:
148).

« The victory spared the mother, yet lay the blame at the autistic
person themselves.



Psychological theories and ownership

These psychological accounts actively socially construct what it is to
be ‘autistic’.
This has a massive impact on the social lives of autistic people, in

terms of how they are regarded by both professionals and the
general public (in a diluted and distorted form).

A lack of ‘theory of mind’ has often been cited as an essential
difference between humans and other animals, potentially
constructing the autistic person as somewhat ‘less than human’
(Lawson, 2010).

Increasing danger from theories that suggest a ‘lack of empathy’ can
be linked to violence and criminality (Baron-Cohen, 2011).

The dominant psychological models have reduced the power of
autistic people to speak for themselves, and thus ‘owning’ their own
self-determination.



Concluding remarks

The theory of monotropism is a welcome departure from the
theoretical dominance of positivism, yet is also not without its critics.

Finally, whatever the biological cause of the ‘autistic difference’ may
be in noumenal reality, the way in which autism is socially
constructed and constituted through discourse, is an academic
research area which has been woefully subsumed under the weight
of cognitive and biomedical frames of reference.



Any questions?

Damian Milton
MA, PGCert, BA (Hons), Dip (conv), PGCE, Mifl, MBPsS
PhD Researcher, University of Birmingham
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