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Autism spectrum disorders commonly called autism is a complex of disorders involving sensory 

perception of the world around us. The term autism was coined and first used in 1911 by Swiss 

psychiatrist Paul Eugen Bleuler (1857-1939) who, like Sigmund Freund, believed that complex mental 

processes could be unconscious. Bleuler used the word "autism" to describe a state of isolation from 

reality so complete that he excluded other human beings from it. For him, autism meant a detachment 

from reality along with a relative to absolute dominance of the inner life [1].

Today, autism is defined as a developmental disorder manifested by abnormal social interaction, 

persistent repetitive patterns of behavior, and impaired communication skills, and is classified as an 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD) [2]. The problem with understanding autism as an ASD is that a 

number of myths and unsubstantiated claims have been introduced into a relatively well-defined 

condition.

The first of the unsubstantiated claims is attributed to Leo Kanner (1894-1981), who stated in a 

newspaper article that childhood autism was the result of inadequate care by "cold" mothers. He later 

rejected this view [3, 4]. However, a similar view was later held by Bruno Bettelheim, who believed that 

autism was not innate but was the result of maternal rejection [5].

Another myth that is often repeated is the claim that autism used to be rare, whereas nowadays 

autism spectrum disorders are more or less common. This myth is based on a published CDC statistic 

that states that in twenty-one years of the twenty-first century, the number of children diagnosed with 

ASD has increased from six per thousand children in 2000 to nearly twenty-eight per thousand children 

in 2020 [6]. 

The rise in the number of children diagnosed with ASD has been linked to vaccinations against 

infectious diseases (one Coffee Bean article has already been written on this topic). The trivalent 

vaccine against measles, mumps and rubella (the so-called MMR vaccine) is the most blamed. The 

MMR vaccine accusation was based on a paper by Andrew Wakefield (*1956) and his colleagues [7], 

which made a link between the MMR vaccine and a hypothetical intestinal disorder called autistic 

enterocolitis. The claim in this publication was shown to be false, later rejected by Wakefield's co-

authors and retracted by the Lancet. 

So, what is the cause of the increase in diagnosed cases of ASD in children? Until the 1980s, 

there was no diagnostic category for ASD and therefore the misconception that autism was rare 

prevailed and discouraged doctors from making this diagnosis. It was not until the work of the Austrian 

psychiatrist Hans Asperger (1906-1980) that a definition of so-called autistic psychopathy was possible 

[8], which was then renamed autistic spectrum disorder and elaborated by the British physician Lorna 
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Wing (1928-2014) [9-11]. While it cannot be said unequivocally that autism is not on the rise, what is 

certain is that the increase in autism is not due to vaccines [12] but due to diagnosis.

There are other myths, autistic people are often seen as "automatons without emotions, incapable 

of compassion". A number of studies have been devoted to this problem [13-15], the results of which 

demonstrate that the problem lies elsewhere; there is a misperception of autistic people by the 

neurotypical majority. This perception of autistic people is not only problematic for the development of 

autistic people but also goes to the detriment of the wider society when it comes to their inclusion in the 

neurotypical majority [16]. Both autistic and non-autistic people have difficulty in viewing the world from 

the other's side, and mutual interpersonal interactions can avert many of the problems. However, the 

possibility of remaking the autistic person into a neurotypical so that they are indistinguishable from 

their neurotypical peers is another myth. It has also been theorized that mind training will help autistic 

people to integrate into mainstream society, but this has not met with the desired effect [17, 18].

Thus, it can be summarized that there is a problem for people diagnosed with ASD, it is a very 

serious disability that affects almost all aspects of life. Yet, it is possible to live with this diagnosis. A 

BBC session on autism reports that billionaires such as Mark Zuckerberg and Marissa Meyer, if they do 

indeed have autism, can document that autism diagnosis conveys a "difference" rather than a handicap 

[19]. By acting sensitively, considerately, and with an effort to understand, we achieve more for autistic 

people than by creating myths and misinformation. 

Sources:

[1] Kruse G. Das autistisch-undisziplinierte Denken in der Medizin und seine Uberwindung von 

Eugen Bleuler [Autistic-undisciplined thinking in medicine and overcoming it by Eugen Bleuler]. 

Psychiatr Prax. 1996 Sep;23(5):255-6. German. PMID: 8992526.

[2] https://www.apa.org/topics/autism-spectrum-disorder.

[3] Kanner L. Infantile autism and the schizophrenias. Behav Sci. 1965 Oct;10(4):412-20. doi: 

10.1002/bs.3830100404. PMID: 5838376.

https://www.apa.org/topics/autism-spectrum-disorder


[4] Kanner L. Autistic disturbances of affective contact. Acta Paedopsychiatr. 1968;35(4):100-

36. PMID: 4880460.

[5] Bettelheim, B. (1967). The Empty Fortress: Infantile Autism and the Birth of the Self. New 

York: MacMillan Co. Buckv. Bell, 274 U.S. 200. 

[6] CDC.2020. CDC Data & Statistics on Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

[7] Wakefield AJ, Murch SH, Anthony A, Linnell J, Casson DM, Malik M, Berelowitz M, Dhillon 

AP, Thomson MA, Harvey P, Valentine A, Davies SE, Walker-Smith JA. Ileal-lymphoid-nodular 

hyperplasia, non-specific colitis, and pervasive developmental disorder in children. Lancet. 

1998 Feb 28;351(9103):637-41. doi: 10.1016/s0140-6736(97)11096-0. Retraction in: Lancet. 

2004 Mar 6;363(9411):750. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(04)15715-2. Retraction in: Lancet. 2010 

Feb 6;375(9713):445. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(10)60175-4. PMID: 9500320.

[8] Asperg H. Die 'Autistischen Psychopathen' im Kindesalter", Archiv für Psychiatrie und 

Nervenkrankheiten, no 117, 1944, pp. 76–136.

[9] Wing L. The definition and prevalence of autism: A review. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry. 

1993 Jan;2(1):61-74. doi: 10.1007/BF02098832. PMID: 21590530.

[10] Wing L. Autistic spectrum disorders. BMJ. 1996 Feb 10;312(7027):327-8. doi: 

10.1136/bmj.312.7027.327. PMID: 8611819; PMCID: PMC2350247. 

[11] Waterhouse L, Morris R, Allen D, Dunn M, Fein D, Feinstein C, Rapin I, Wing L. Diagnosis 

and classification in autism. J Autism Dev Disord. 1996 Feb;26(1):59-86. doi: 

10.1007/BF02276235. PMID: 8819771.

[12] Gabis LV, Attia OL, Goldman M, Barak N, Tefera P, Shefer S, Shaham M, Lerman-Sagie T. 

The myth of vaccination and autism spectrum. Eur J Paediatr Neurol. 2022 Jan;36:151-158. 

doi: 10.1016/j.ejpn.2021.12.011. Epub 2021 Dec 22. PMID: 34996019; PMCID: PMC8694782.

[13] Trimmer E, McDonald S, Rushby JA. Not knowing what I feel: Emotional empathy in autism 

spectrum disorders. Autism. 2017 May;21(4):450-457. doi: 10.1177/1362361316648520. Epub 

2016 May 30. PMID: 27246093.

[14] Fletcher-Watson S, Bird G. Autism and empathy: What are the real links? Autism. 2020 

Jan;24(1):3-6. doi: 10.1177/1362361319883506. Epub 2019 Nov 1. PMID: 31674189.



[15] Mensi MM, Gasparini L, Chiappedi M, Guerini FR, Orlandi M, Rogantini C, Balottin U. 

Empathy and behavior in children affected by autism spectrum disorders. Minerva Pediatr 

(Torino). 2023 Aug;75(4):460-467. doi: 10.23736/S2724-5276.18.05228-3. Epub 2018 Jul 2. 

PMID: 29968451.

[16] Mitchell P, Sheppard E, Cassidy S. Autism and the double empathy problem: Implications 

for development and mental health. Br J Dev Psychol. 2021 Mar;39(1):1-18. doi: 

10.1111/bjdp.12350. Epub 2021 Jan 4. PMID: 33393101.

[17] Begeer S, Gevers C, Clifford P, Verhoeve M, Kat K, Hoddenbach E, Boer F. Theory of Mind 

training in children with autism: a randomized controlled trial. J Autism Dev Disord. 2011 

Aug;41(8):997-1006. doi: 10.1007/s10803-010-1121-9. PMID: 20976617; PMCID: 

PMC3134713.

[18] Holopainen A, de Veld DMJ, Hoddenbach E, Begeer S. Does Theory of Mind Training 

Enhance Empathy in Autism? J Autism Dev Disord. 2019 Oct;49(10):3965-3972. doi: 

10.1007/s10803-018-3671-1. PMID: 30074122; PMCID: PMC6751147.

[19] https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151006-its-time-we-dispelled-these-myths-about-

autism.

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151006-its-time-we-dispelled-these-myths-about-autism
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20151006-its-time-we-dispelled-these-myths-about-autism

