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Aim of this presentation

• neurodiversity  

• moral responsibility  

• autists 

• neurodiversity movement  

• Asperger’s syndrome  

• high-functioning autism 



What is autism?

• Leo Kanner :

• autistic aloneness 

• obsession with 
routine  

• profound problems 
with communication
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Impairments in autism

• Social

• Communicative

• Imaginative
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Unusual sensory processing

• in relation to 

– sound 

– vision 

– touch 

– taste

– smell

• hyper- and hyposensitivity

• general sensory overload

• (Crane, Goddard and Pring 2009) 



THE PREVALENCE OF AUTISM

• USA

– 1 in 88 (2012)

– 1 in 59 (now)

• Worldwide

– About 1 in 100

overrepresentation 
of males is 5.5:1



Causes of higher prevalence

• changes in diagnostic practices

• public and expert awareness

• availability of professional help’ 

– (Bölte and Hallmayer, 2011)



PSYCHIATRY OF AUTISM (BEHAVIORAL LEVEL)

• DSM-IV-TR (2000)

– Autistic Disorder 

• (3 criteria: 1,2,3)

– Asperger’s Disorder 

• (6 criteria: A to F)

• DSM-5 (2013)

– Autism Spectrum Disorder 

• (5 criteria: A to E)





Autism Spectrum Disorder in DSM-5 

• Persistent deficits in social communication and social 
interaction across multiple contexts

• Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities 

• Symptoms must be present in the earl developmental period 

• Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, 
occupational, or other important areas of current functioning 

• These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual 
disability (intellectual developmental disorder) or global 
developmental delay

– (American Psychiatric Association, 2013)



PSYCHOLOGY OF AUTISM (COGNITIVE LEVEL)

• Theory of mind

• Weak executive function

• Weak central coherence

• Empathizing-systemizing theory
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Central coherence

• not merely parts, but wholes 

• draw together details so as to recognize the meaning 
of the entire picture
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Empathizing-Systemizing theory of Autism

• delays and deficits in empathizing

• intact or even superior skill in systemizing

– (Baron-Cohen, 2008)



Systemizing

• Numerical 

• Sensory 

• Collectible

• Moral

• Natural

– (Baron-Cohen, 2008)



Extreme male brain theory of autism

• Type S: systemizing better than empathizing

– Extreme Type S: autistic persons

• Type E: empathizing better than systemizing

• Type B: empathizing is as good as systemizing

– (Baron-Cohen, 2008)



Deficit in autistic persons 

• researched

• classified 

• modified
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Neurodiversity

• “In its broadest sense the concept of neurodiversity 
defines atypical neurological development as a 
normal human difference that should be tolerated 
and respected in the same way as other human 
differences” (Griffin, 2009). 



Neurodiversity

• ASD 

• ADHD 

• developmental dyspraxia

• Dyslexia

• Tourette’s syndrome



Neurodiversity claim

• Autism is not a disease to be treated and, if 
possible, cured, but rather a human 
specificity (like sex or race) that must be 
equally respected. 

– not a pathology or a handicap

but a normal or natural variation.

– rights and value to the neurodiverse condition of 
autism



Autism as a normal (natural) variation

• Normal variation:

– Evaluative sense

– Statistical sense

• 1 in 59 

» (U.S.A.)

• 1 in 100

» (Worldwide)

– Evolutionary

explanation?
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Autism aetiology
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Psychiatric pathology?

• gay rights 
movement

• no longer a 
psychiatric disorder

• consequences

• not etiology
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autismphobia

AUTISM-
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Temple Grandin

• “When I was in high 
school being teased 
by the other kids, I 
was miserable. […] 
High functioning 
teenagers on the 
spectrum often get 
bullied in high 
school”
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Suicide

• Suicide 

– higher risk in high-functioning ASD compared 
with low-functioning ASD 

• Psychological vulnerability: increases the risk of 
suicide 

• (Hirvikoski et al, 2016, p 236/237).” 



Temple Grandin

• “In some ways, I credit 
my autism for enabling 
me to understand cattle. 
[…] I have been lucky, 
because my 
understanding of 
animals and visual 
thinking led me to a 
satisfying career in 
which my autistic traits 
don’t impede my 
progress.”
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“Those diagnosed with AS say they are happy 
with who they are and that any suffering they 
may have undergone has been the result of 
society and not inherent in their condition.”

Clarke, Juanne and Van Amerom, Gudrun(2008) 'Asperger's 

Syndrome', Social Work in Health Care, 46: 3, 85 — 106.



↘EXTREME MALE BRAINS
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Simon Baron-Cohen

• “the empathy deficit 
of persons with mild 
autism can still be 
valued in a positive 
way because of the 
presence of a 
hypersystemizing
ability in these 
persons”
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Compensating capabilities

• attending to details

• finding patterns

• not only intact systemizing but also accelerated or 
superior development in this domain

• scientific, especially mathematical skills

• creativity

– perseverance, drive for perfection, disregard of 
social conventions and others’ opinions 



Worst case scenario: a world rid of autism? 



"It seems that for success in
science or art a dash of autism is essential.“ 

Hans Asperger



Everybody has a right to a good life



Quality of life

• ‘an individual’s perception of their position in life in 
the context of the culture and value systems in which 
they live, and in relation to their goals, expectations, 
standards, and concerns’ (WHO, 2011)



Quality of life

• ‘an individual’s perception of their position in life in 
the context of the culture and value systems in which 
they live, and in relation to their goals, expectations, 
standards, and concerns’ (WHO, 2011)

• ‘a concept that reflects a person’s desired conditions 
of living related to eight core dimensions of one’s life: 
emotional well-being, interpersonal relationships, 
well-being, personal development, physical well-
being, self-determination, social inclusion, and 
rights’ (Graetz, 2010, p. 34). 



• supportive social environment

• no socially constructed barriers

• autism-friendly set of social circumstances 
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Dawn Prince-Hughes

• “much like the deaf 
community we 
autists are building 
an emergent 
culture. We 
individuals, with our 
cultures of one, are 
building a culture of 
many”. 
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Discrimination, exclusion and social isolation
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Young adults with ASD

• less likely to live independently 

• more likely to coreside parent or guardian

• often restricted lives 

• difficulty with employment 

• isolated from peers […]”

– Marsack and Perry (2018) Research on Aging 2018, Vol. 
40(6) 535–557



Children with ASD 

• more likely to be rejected  

• less likely to be accepted  

• greater levels of bullying  

• lower levels of social support  

• depression rates significantly higher 

– Trimmer et al (2017) J Autism Dev Disord 47:2326–2335, p. 
2327



Social exclusion of autistic individuals

• increased experience of ostracism in this population 

• both recognized and deeply felt by those with ASD

– Trimmer et al (2017) J Autism Dev Disord 47:2326–2335, p. 2333



Group-specific rights

• “Group-specific 
rights for minorities 
are needed to 
ensure that all 
citizens are treated 
with genuine 
equality.”

• Kymlicka, W (1996) Multicultural 
Citizenship - A Liberal Theory of 
Minority Rights. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.
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The Charter of Rights for Persons with Autism 
Source: https://www.disabled-world.com/health/neurology/autism/charter.php

• The right of people with autism to live independent and full lives to the limit of their potential

• The right of people with autism to an accessible, unbiased and accurate clinical diagnosis and assessment

• The right of people with autism to accessible and appropriate education

• The right of people with autism (and their representatives) to be involved in all decisions affecting their 
future; the wishes of the individual must be, as far as possible, ascertained and respected

• The right of people with autism to accessible and suitable housing

• The right of people with autism to the equipment, assistance and support services necessary to live a fully 
productive life with dignity and independence

• The right of people with autism to an income or wage sufficient to provide adequate food, clothing, 
accommodation and the other necessities of life

• The right of people with autism to participate, as far as possible, in the development and management of 
services provided for their wellbeing

• The right of people with autism to appropriate counseling and care for their physical, mental and spiritual 
health; this includes the provision of appropriate treatment and medication administered in the best 
interest of the individual with all protective measures taken



The Charter of Rights for Persons with Autism (continued)
Source: https://www.disabled-world.com/health/neurology/autism/charter.php

• The right of people with autism to meaningful employment and vocational training without discrimination 
or stereotype; training and employment should have regard to the ability and choice of the individual

• The right of people with autism to accessible transport and freedom of movement

• The right of people with autism to participate in and benefit from culture, entertainment, recreation and 
sport

• The right of people with autism of equal access to and use of all facilities, services and activities in the 
community

• The right of people with autism to sexual and other relationships, including marriage, without exploitation 
or coercion

• The right of people with autism (and their representatives) to legal representation and assistance and to the 
full protection of all legal rights

• The right of people with autism to freedom from fear or threat of unwarranted incarceration in psychiatric 
hospitals or any other restrictive institution

• The right of people with autism to freedom from abusive physical treatment or neglect

• The right of people with autism to freedom from pharmacological abuse or misuse

• The right of access of people with autism (and their representatives) to all information contained in their 
personal, medical, psychological, psychiatric and educational records



Acceptance of neurodiversity by society

• High functioning autists

– freed from the stigma 
of having a deficit

• Low functioning autists

– may not get the care 
they need
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A natural and vulnerable human variation

• Vulnerability is something we all experience

• Vulnerabilities are grounds for moral responsibilities

• Moral responsibility to care for autistic persons based
on autistic vulnerability



Conclusion

• Autism is not a 
disease to be 
treated, but rather a 
natural though 
vulnerable human 
variation that must 
be equally 
respected.
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• Knowledge and in-depth understanding of basic 
behavioural patterns

• Therapeutic approach according to individual patient 
needs





• “Accessing and receiving preventative dental 
treatment can be difficult for children with autism 
due to sensory processing disorders and/or 
challenging behaviours coupled with a reported 
reluctance by dentists to treat these children.”



Pier Jaarsma and Stellan Welin, Autism as a Natural Human 

Variation: Reflections on the Claims of the Neurodiversity 

Movement, 2012, Health Care Analysis, (20), 1, 20-30.





Accommodation thesis

• we should accommodate autistic individuals rather 
than treat autism

– Lim (2015)





Academic interest in neurodiversity (2004-2018)




