
Preface

A reasonable reaction on picking up this volume might be ‘not another book
on autism!’, to which my response would be, as you might expect, that this
book is different. Although many books have been written about autism spec-
trum disorders (ASD), most consist either of descriptions of these conditions
with a view to developing understanding and dispelling myths; others present
more or less detailed accounts of their authors’ own ideas with only passing
reference to those of other scientists. Those that do present overviews of dif-
ferent positions tend to be edited volumes where experts in the field present
up-to-date reviews of the state of play in their own corner of the field, with
little attempt at painting a broader picture.What seems to be missing is a work
that provides an overview from a single perspective of the main currents of
thought. My first aim in writing this volume is to provide such an overview. I
present a summary of the main psychological ideas that have been brought to
bear on ASD in recent years and where possible, try to identify actual or
potential common themes. The reviews of research are not meant to be
exhaustive, but I hope that the selections I have made give a fair reflection of
the state of current thinking in each domain. My second aim is to highlight the
strengths and limitations of the different approaches and to develop a critical
stance in readers that will help them evaluate new material as it appears.
Finally, I aim to set out some of my own thoughts about how we should take
our ideas forward. Insofar as such a thing is possible, I have tried to present
the different theoretical systems in a dispassionate manner and to view my
own ideas and those of others in the same critical light. But as the former
Observer television critic, Clive James, once put it, the ego tends to adjust the
light to suit its purposes. My ego is no exception.

No piece of academic work is ever the sole work of its author. Ideas always
develop in the context of discussion, debate and collaboration. The thoughts
expressed in this book, although my own, have been heavily influenced by
encounters with a large number of colleagues and friends, to whom I must
express my gratitude. First, I must give equal thanks to Chris Kiernan for
giving me my first job as a researcher and for taming my rather adolescent
approach to critical evaluation, and to Lorna Wing, who introduced me to the
fascinating world of ASD and Asperger’s syndrome. Lorna was among the first
to advocate a spectrum (and more latterly, a dimensional) view of what was
then referred to simply as ‘autism’. Her tenacious defence against consider-
able opposition of this once highly unpopular but now widely accepted idea
is an inspiration. Throughout my career as a scientist, I have worked alongside



many other remarkable colleagues, including Sarah Lister Brook, Gillian
Baird, Jill Boucher and John Gardiner. My ideas also owe a great deal to the
discipline offered by gifted research assistants and students among whom I
can count Jackie Briskman, Sarah Grice, Sebastian Gaigg, Jonathan Martin,
George Berguno, Dianne Gumley, Paul Holland, Catherine Molesworth,
Sophie Lind, Niki Daniel and Esther Strom. On the wider ASD front, I would
also like to thank Tony Charman, Uta Frith, Francesca Happé, Pam Heaton,
Peter Hobson, Chris Jarrold, Sue Leekam, Peter Mitchell, Derek Moore, Kate
Plaisted, Michelle O’Riordan and John Swettenham. And from outside the
field of ASD, Barbara Reid, John Versey, Donald Peterson, Marie Poirier,Alan
Porter, Zofia Kaminska, James Hampton, Evelyne Thommen and Charles
Legg. A special thanks goes to the Wellcome Trust, the Medical Research
Council of the United Kingdom and the Department of Psychology at City
University, without whose generous support many of my ideas would never
have been subjected to the rigours of empirical test. I should also particularly
like to thank the Department of Educational and Counselling Psychology,
McGill University and the Clinique spécialisée des troubles envahissants 
du développement, Hôpital Rivière-des-Prairies, Montréal for generously
accommodating me during a period of sabbatical leave during which the bulk
of the book was written, and of course, my hosts Jacob Burack and Laurent
Mottron, who provided insightful comments and encouragement during this
process. And finally, thanks to Robert, for his endless patience, love and
understanding.
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