


























 
 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Jami L. Anderson and Simon Cushing 

Just over a decade ago we published the book The Philosophy of Autism. At that time, the 
culturally dominant attitudes about autism were extremely negative. Autism was regarded 
as a tragic, debilitating condition that rendered those who had it incapable of independent, 
non-institutionalized living. Organizations like Autism Speaks were regarded as benign, 
and Simon Baron-Cohen (a major target of the essays in that volume) was otherwise almost 
universally lauded. Self-identifying as autistic was practically unheard of. Philosophical 
writing on autism was minimal. 

Much about autism has changed in the last decade. Teens and adults who self-identify as 
autistic now make up a signifcant minority population. There are student clubs for autistic 
students at many universities, and online discussions concerning the political and social 
implications of being an “out” autistic person are popular. Philosophical publications that 
address the issues raised by autism sympathetically, and often from a frst person perspec-
tive, are increasingly common. Philosophical issues that were pressing and novel at the time 
of our frst collection are no longer so, and new ones have moved to the fore. For all these 
reasons, we believe it is time for a new volume of essays exploring the philosophical issues 
concerning autism. 

For this volume, as with the frst, we collected papers predominantly in the analytic tradi-
tion of philosophy. We include papers that approach issues autism raises in social and politi-
cal theory, ethics, philosophy of social science, epistemology, metaphysics and law. In each 
of the papers, autism is the focus of the papers, not an incidental example used to motivate a 
discussion only tangentially relevant to autism. Moreover, in a noted advance over our earlier 
volume where only one of the authors explicitly identifed as autistic, now every paper is writ-
ten by at least one author with direct, personal experience of autism and thus every chapter 
has an authorial authority heretofore all-too-often lacking in academic discussions of autism. 

It was already true in the earlier volume that each author had their own view on what 
autism was, but, as will become apparent in the chapter synopses that follow, the diversity 
of views has only multiplied in the intervening years. 

* * ** * 
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2 Contemporary Philosophy of Autism 

It is a common experience of autistic individuals to fnd themselves charged, most be-
nignly, with being “funny,” and less benignly with being outright rude, when they themselves 
intended no such thing. That is, autistic speakers experience themselves being misunder-
stood in ways that often incur social costs and provoke censure from others, which can in 
turn result in negative self-assessment. In chapter 1, “Autistic Vulnerability to Intellectual 
Arrogance,” Sydney Maxwell ofers an analysis of this phenomenon that locates the cause 
of the misunderstanding in background assumptions commonly held by the non-autistic 
interlocutors. Maxwell goes further: using examples of cross-cultural misunderstandings, 
they argue that adopting the “common sense” background assumptions that are at the root 
of the misunderstandings that afict autistic-allistic communication is a form of intellectual 
arrogance on the part of the allistic party. These miscommunications could be avoided if the 
allistic interlocutor behaved in the way that autistic speakers much more often do, that is, 
to regard their assumptions as defeasible and be much more ready to adopt the strategy of 
“conversational repair,” something that is expected in cross-cultural communication more 
generally. 

Maxwell’s analysis discusses briefy the diference between mere criticism of an action 
and moral censure of the actor (a rude action versus a rude person), and the necessity both 
to recognize that autistics are not being rude in these cases of miscommunication (where a 
non-autistic interlocutor would be), while at the same time retaining a view of autistics that 
allow them the moral capacity to be rude should they so choose. 

Are autistics capable of being morally responsible? In decades past, it was assumed that 
the answer to that question was always “no.” Indeed, according to some a defning feature 
of autism was the total lack of moral capacity. There was a book published in the early 
2000s with the title “I’m not naughty, I’m autistic,” which referred to the author’s child. 
What the title implies is that behavior that would be evidence of naughtiness in a neurotypi-
cal child should not be so construed when the child is autistic. This claim takes a particular 
stance in the debate over what the conditions for certain kinds of responsibility are, spe-
cifcally that autism can be a reason not to hold individuals responsible for certain usually 
censure-incurring acts. Also taking a stance is Cornell philosopher David Shoemaker, who, 
in Responsibility from the Margins (2015), argues for a threefold notion of responsibility, 
from the strongest of which, accountability, “those with high-functioning autism… are ex-
empt or seriously mitigated”. To be exempted is a two-edged sword, of course: on the one 
hand, autistic people often complain of being misunderstood, and that non-autistic people 
take ofense to behavior where no ofense is intended. Indeed, it is more serious than that: 
the police have imprisoned or even killed autistic people when people who knew them well 
knew that they were merely exhibiting distress. On the other hand, however, to be exempt 
from responsibility means that one lacks an important moral power. To use the infuential 
language of P.F. Strawson, it means that others are taking the “objective stance” towards 
one, treating one as if one were an animal or a machine to be explained but not to be re-
garded as a person among persons. 

Ann Whittle takes on several tasks in chapter 2, “Moral Responsibility and Autism,” the 
frst of which is to challenge Shoemaker on two fronts. First, she challenges his claim that 
autistic agents lack empathy, noting both that recent studies undermine that idea, and that 
non-autistics struggle to understand autistics just as much as the reverse (the “double em-
pathy problem”) without that lack of understanding being used as evidence for a lack of 
empathy. Next, Whittle takes on Shoemaker’s account of accountability, arguing that a better 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Introduction 3 

analysis of moral responsibility is the “control-based, reasons-responsive approach,” notably 
defended by Jon Martin Fischer and Mark Ravizza (Fischer and Ravizza 1998). Finally, she 
defends this account against an attack by Nathan Stout, who has claimed that it has coun-
terintuitive results when applied to cases involving autistic actors (Stout 2016). Drawing on 
a bank of rich examples, Whittle argues that the sensory and social difculties familiar to 
autistics explain why the reasons-responsive account does not have to hold an autistic ac-
tor responsible for unintentionally ofending a friend in the way that Stout contends it does. 
Whittle defends a fne-grained account both of empathy and autism that allows a case-by-case 
analysis of autistic responsibility that allows autistic people both moral agency and occasional 
exemption – not on the basis of empathy defcits, but instead on epistemic grounds. 

Many psychologists have claimed that an element of autism is an inability to empathize. 
In response, the autistic advocate Damian Milton has suggested that there is a “double em-
pathy problem”: it is not that autistic people have an empathy defcit in comparison with 
neurotypicals, rather, members of each group are less able to empathize with members of the 
other, but do not struggle in the same way to empathize with members of their own (Milton 
2012). In chapter 3, “Autism, the Double Empathy Problem, and Feeling the Emotions of 
Another Person,” Sam Fellowes assesses Milton’s argument. A frst step is pointing out that 
Milton has not ofered a clear defnition of empathy. A common distinction in the literature 
is between cognitive empathy and afective empathy, where the former requires adopting 
the viewpoint of another, while the latter requires feeling what that other feels. Amy Coplan 
ofers a more fne-grained taxonomy, dividing each kind into three sub-variants (2011). The 
most prominent psychologist who has characterized autism as a defcit in a kind of empathy 
is Simon Baron-Cohen, and it is clear that what he has in mind falls under the category of 
cognitive empathy (Baron-Cohen 2005). Fellowes argues that the phenomenon Milton has 
posited, whereby both neurotypicals and autists struggle to empathize with each other can, 
when combined with further assumptions about social understanding, plausibly account 
for claims like those Baron-Cohen has forwarded without implying that autistics are disor-
dered. In particular, Fellowes considers Robert Chapman’s application of Wittgensteinian 
language games to social understanding, as well as recent applications of 4E cognition to 
the same phenomenon (Chapman 2019). However, matters are diferent when one instead 
considers one particular aspect of afective empathy, specifcally feeling what someone else 
feels. Fellowes argues frst, that the double empathy problem, even if it picks out a real 
two-way phenomenon, does not rule out the possibility that autistics both lack this ability 
disproportionately and, more strongly, are disordered in doing so. Drawing on personal 
experience, Fellowes suggests that he himself lacks this ability, and that the autistic people 
he knows well are in the same boat, and that he feels this as an impoverishment to the ex-
tent that if there were a medication to treat it, he would take it. However, Fellowes insists 
that this particular inability has no bearing on the status of himself or any other autistic 
individual as a moral agent, arguing that, if anything, autistic people are more committed 
to the rules of morality than are neurotypicals. 

Famously, “false belief” experiments like the “Sally-Anne Test”, whereby autistic chil-
dren fared worse than similarly aged neurotypicals at attributing false beliefs to other indi-
viduals in circumstances where those false beliefs would be reasonable to hold, have been 
used to argue that autistic people generally have a lesser ability to interpret the thoughts of 
others (Baron-Cohen et al. 1985). Relying on that argument, Baron-Cohen popularized the 
still-infuential view that autism involves an impaired theory of mind (ToM). 



 

 

4 Contemporary Philosophy of Autism 

There are two competing camps explaining what it is to have a ToM.  One camp is the 
“Theory Theory” view, whereby an individual faced with the behavior of another person 
acts like a scientist constructing a theory to explain some natural phenomenon, and the 
beliefs that the interpreter attributes to the interpretee are analogous to the underlying 
forces or particles that begin as theoretical constructs. The other camp, an alternative to this 
“third person” approach, is the “Simulation Theory,” whereby the interpreter takes a frst 
person approach to the other person, putting themselves in the other’s shoes and running a 
mental simulation of how they would behave in those circumstances. 

In chapter 4, “Autism From the Second Person Perspective,” Francisco García chal-
lenges both the ToM model of understanding others in social interactions and the cognitive 
psychology approach that incorporates it. Instead of third or frst person approaches, he 
defends the Second Person Perspective approach and argues that it can be the basis of a 
non-cognitive, non-disorder view of autism which in turn suggests an externalist model of 
treatment. García notes that ToM accounts fail to persuade when the phenomena requir-
ing explanation are more basic forms of social interaction that require cooperation, like 
dancing or cooperating in moving heavy items. That these are possible suggests that the 
cognition-heavy processes required by both Theory Theory and Simulation Theory cannot 
be what is happening. Furthermore, García notes the phenomena picked out in discussions 
of the Double Empathy Problem: that there is ease of interaction and friendship among 
autistic people of an equivalent level to that among neurotypicals, as well as misunder-
standings on both sides of the other. Not only that, but autistic people of a certain level 
of development might actually be superior at ToM-style interpretations of others precisely 
because they cannot rely on the direct, gestalt-level interpretations of faces and bodies on 
which much interaction actually relies. García suggests that Uta Frith’s “weak central co-
herence” view (Frith 1989), whereby autistic individuals tend to focus on specifc details 
to the detriment of seeing the whole picture, might be expanded to explain these second-
person difculties. However, given that there are many circumstances in which this facility 
with detail is a positive strength, we should not characterize autistic people’s struggles in 
interacting with neurotypicals as disordered, and should further abandon the internalist 
cognitive model of treatment (which, combined with a biomedical model of psychological 
disorder has conspicuously failed to identify an internal mechanism that explains autism) 
and instead, drawing from the 4E view of cognition, model our “treatment” of autism on 
the externalist treatment of addiction, whereby the slogan is “change the environment, 
not the individual,” and build “cognitive scafolding” that facilitates ease and comfort of 
autistic individuals in navigating their social environments, without regarding their unique 
psychology as disordered or inferior to neurotypicals for whom the social world has been 
overwhelmingly tailored. 

In chapter 5, “Autism and Gender,” Ruby Hake and Emily Hughes discuss the tangled 
history of autism and gender and conclude with a rallying cry for a critical phenomenology 
of the relationship between the two. From its earliest medicalized beginnings in the work of 
Leo Kanner and Asperger, autism was seen as overwhelmingly a male condition, a pairing 
that met its apogee in Baron-Cohen’s “extreme male brain” theory of autism, with its es-
sentialization of gender traits (Baron-Cohen 2002). As Hake and Hughes recount, a recent 
rebuttal to this association is the proposal of a Female Autism Phenotype, which posits that 
girls and women have been underdiagnosed as autistic because of the diferent ways fe-
males express autism, including the claims that, while males and female autistics alike have 
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“restrictive and repetitive” interests, typical female interests fy under the diagnostic radar 
as they tend to be more socially acceptable topics like animals or fctional characters, or that 
females tend to internalize their symptoms and are more adept at camoufaging behaviors. 
While this proposal attacks the idea that autism is essentially a male phenomenon, it shares 
the gender essentialism that we see in the original theories. An alternative approach involves 
rejecting essentialism, as we see in the view that gender is a social construct. However, Hake 
and Hughes point out that both essentialist and anti-essentialist views of gender are to be 
found in autistic people’s self-conceptions: while some reject gender entirely as part of their 
views of themselves, others, including many trans autistics, view their gender as innate, 
something that they discovered rather than something that was constructed by others. Fur-
thermore, there is perhaps a tension in adopting an anti-essentialist view of gender while 
retaining an essentialist view of autism. Hake and Hughes suggest that the Neurodiversity 
Movement might ofer a way to address the relationship between gender and autism that is 
inclusive to autistics who hold diferent metaphysical views of their own gender, and which 
can avoid any necessary tension between essentialism of one and anti-essentialism of the 
other by adopting what J.M. Ellis calls “strategic essentialism,” whereby essentialist terms 
are used to engage those who presuppose them by a critical movement whose ultimate goal 
is to dissolve them (Ellis 2023). Noting that not everybody in the Neurodiversity Movement 
is on the same page, Hake and Hughes take from it its intersectionality, and commitment to 
respecting each individual’s unique experience and self-conception, while at the same time 
critiquing the (often oppressive) social structures within which they have developed that 
self-conception. They believe that the critical phenomenology born in the work of Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Simone de Beauvoir and Franz Fanon, whose goal is liberational, should 
turn its gaze on to the convoluted intersections of neuro-and gender-diversity in a way that 
will beneft and empower those currently medicalized or essentialized by either in ways that 
they fnd oppressive. 

One of the major goals of the neurodiversity movement has been what Quinn Hiroshi 
Gibson and Sarah Arnaud refer to in their chapter as destigmatization. This is a political 
objective aiming to empower a formerly marginalized group, which has as a key element 
replacing the view of autism as a pathology with the idea that it is instead an identity. This 
movement has met with a good deal of success, but this has been accompanied by various 
forms of backlash. In chapter 6, “Autism, Care, and the Limits of Destigmatization,” Gib-
son and Arnaud identify four distinct strands in the backlash, none of which questions the 
call for greater inclusion but instead details diferent ways in which the movement, as its 
critics understand it, will have counterproductive efects on the very people it aims to serve. 

Gibson and Arnaud fnd that each of the four kinds of accusation leveled at the neurodi-
versity movement – that it is predicated on the assumption that autism is never harmful to 
autistic people, that it will obscure the real scientifc status of autism, that it will cause autis-
tic people to lose access to therapeutic care, and that it will lead to overdiagnosis – and fnds 
each of them rests on a too-crude characterization of the movement’s aims and makeup. 
However, Gibson and Arnaud identify what they take to be a genuine concern for the move-
ment’s goal of destigmatization: that it opens the movement up to elite capture, a phenom-
enon where a vocal minority commandeer a movement and use it to serve their aims at the 
expense of more vulnerable members whose needs it is most important that it should serve. 
In particular, they charge that the goal of destigmatization can result in “between-group” 
elite capture, where non-autistic self-appointed allies defne success in terms of deriving 
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social cachet from “virtue signaling” at the expense of, in particular, non-verbal autistic 
people. If no members of the very diverse autistic community are to be left behind, Gibson 
and Arnaud suggest that the dangers of elite capture can be avoided by employing the ethics 
of care, specifcally the variant defended by Joan Tronto, the goal of which is to fashion the 
care needed to the specifc needs of each individual without judgment of any (Tronto 1998). 

There is a disconnect between the public at large and people who self-identify as autistic 
over what advocating for autistics comprises. When politicians mention autism it is as a 
crisis that requires eliminating. The target audience of these pronouncements is worried 
parents, and the benefciaries are those in the Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy 
industry, whose services are now provided as part of special education services in public 
schools because ABA therapists claim ABA therapy is the only way to ensure autistic chil-
dren have a normal life. The next two chapters put ABA in the crosshairs and charge that 
it is not only not any kind of solution, it may rise to the level of a human rights violation. 

Jami L. Anderson titles chapter 7, “Elephants and Armadillos: Anti-Autistic Ideology 
Forms an Anti-Autistic World,” after an analogy given by ABA defender Margaret Ander-
son who claims that, even if, as critics of ABA suggest, ABA has no business attempting to 
turn autistic elephants into neurotypical armadillos, it is still essential for the good of those 
elephants to “equip [them] to live in the world we currently have,” which is designed by 
armadillos to suit their needs (2007). Anderson’s purpose in discussing this analogy is to lay 
bare the extent to which the ideology of ABA has shaped the very public conception of what 
it is to be autistic to the detriment of those labeled – ABA has played a huge part in both 
creating “autistic” as a concept and making a hostile world for autistics. First, Anderson 
digs into the history of ABA, beginning with the unethical work of its founder, controver-
sial UCLA professor and clinical psychologist (and co-founder of The Autism Society of 
America) Ole Ivar Løvaas. Løvaas was the person most responsible for bringing autism to 
the attention of the wider US public. Infuenced by Skinnerian behaviorism, Løvaas used 
rewards and punishments to control the behavior of the pre-school aged autistic children in 
his care. He presented autistic children as “little monsters” (Chance 1974), broken human 
beings whose lives would be nothing but nightmares for themselves, their families and so-
ciety at large unless they underwent the intensive intervention that only his clinic provided. 
Obviously, given the breathtakingly cruel practices he was endorsing, the only way the 
treatment could be justifed is if it was in the service of preventing some greater evil, and 
so he exerted great efort in painting a picture of the terrible life with “untreated” autism. 
Today ABA advocates insist that ABA is “not what it was.” But the picture these advocates 
continue to paint of both an untreated autistic life and the benefts of ever-earlier ABA inter-
vention is as pernicious as Løvaas’s. Tens of thousands of ABA service websites assert as fact 
that all autistic children engage in extreme autistic behaviors—obnoxious, self-harming and 
disgusting behaviors—that make autism a terribly debilitating condition. In fact, ABA web-
sites assert that, without ABA therapy, these negative autistic behaviors worsen as the child 
gets older, creating an unmanageable if not dangerous adult. These claims are unsupported 
by evidence yet asserted so frequently and emphatically that most people accept without 
question that autistics are inherently violent, incontinent and suicidal. Unsurprisingly, this 
anti-autism narrative inspires anti-autistic bullying and violence. So long as contemporary 
ABA therapists sustain these anti-autism narratives they fuel the very anti-autism bullying 
and violence they claim is the reason ABA therapy is necessary for autistic children. That 
is, to return to the original analogy, instead of helping elephants to live in an armadillo 
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world, ABA ideology actively works to make the armadillo world anti-elephant. Anderson 
concludes her chapter with advice for former ABA advocates who acknowledge the wrongs 
it has participated in and wish to help undo some of the harm it has wrought. 

While Anderson’s critique of ABA does not depend on taking a stance on neurodiversity, 
in chapter 8, “Ain’t Misbehaving: Scrapping Applied Behavior Analysis,” Dani Maskit and 
Barbara Fultner ofer a partizan anti-ABA manifesto. If we accept the Neurodiversity Para-
digm and thus that Autism is a naturally occurring and valuable diference in neurocogni-
tion, then it becomes clear that ABA not only does not, but cannot “work,” and claims that 
it does are themselves denials of autistic identity. Where Anderson denied that the chief 
behaviors that ABA identifes as “autistic” are inherently so, Fultner and Maskit begin by 
asserting that there are certain autistic behaviors (they focus on avoiding eye contact, stim-
ming and masking) but that, far from being harmful, they are the equivalent of cultural 
markers, and in treating them as maladaptive, ABA amounts to an attempt at cultural 
genocide. Furthermore, while ABA’s advocates claim it is theoretically neutral, Fultner and 
Maskit charge that it only makes sense on behavioristic assumptions like those presupposed 
by Simon Baron-Cohen, who is persona non grata to autistic advocates. Finally, Fultner and 
Maskit propose what they take to be a more enlightened model of autism as a “form of 
life” in their “biosocial account,” drawing on, among other resources, work in Gibsonian 
ecological psychology. Once one understands autism this way, they assert, one realizes that 
its study should not merely be the province of psychology and neuroscience but also of an-
thropology and philosophy, and this expansion of perspectives will result in reversing the 
ABA-dominant practice of stifing the voices of autistics, to the beneft of all. 

In online forums like Reddit (/r/autism), a language has emerged to describe common 
experiences among people who self-identify as autistic. These include “stimming,” “info-
dumping,” and “masking,” the latter of which is a philosophically fascinating phenomenon. 
As Emil Eva Rosina and Elin McCready describe, in chapter 9, “Masking as Persona Flex-
ibility,” the concept of masking involves the idea of “hiding one’s true self,” which imme-
diately raises the questions of what comprises one’s “true” self, and what one’s motivations 
for so doing might be. Rosina and McCready contend that feeling that one is hiding one’s 
true self is central to autism as a lived experience, and not a result of autism. They reject the 
traditional view of masking as a way of hiding one’s autism from neurotypicals as fawed in 
three respects. First, masking is not a matter of concealing specifcally autistic traits (like the 
aforementioned stimming and info-dumping), because, second, it is not a practice unique 
to autistics. It is, in fact, a practice common among neurotypicals that is only remarkable 
in autistics because of the felt psychic or moral costs incurred as a result. Third, masking is 
not a binary phenomenon with only the masked persona as one option and one’s authentic 
self as the other. Instead, masking is the process of persona fexibility whereby one signals 
one’s personality only partially and indirectly to one’s current interlocutor. 

Why is persona variance unremarkable in neurotypicals, but widely discussed as mask-
ing in autistic communities? Rosina and McCready posit that it is because a core feature of 
autism is not some psychological defcit, such as an impaired theory of mind, but instead 
internal norms of high sincerity, which make presenting in diferent ways to diferent people 
as personas with diferent beliefs seem dishonest and inauthentic. Distinguishing between 
what they call social sincerity (which requires that one not claim to believe when presenting 
as one persona propositions that one does not really believe) and discursive sincerity (which 
requires that one positively communicate what one does believe, particularly in cases where 
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that, indeed, there is no essence of autism. However, several writers have denied that this 
is a reason to be an eliminativist about the term. In chapter 11, “The Thing of It Isn’t: 
Defending Eliminativism About Autism,” Simon Cushing considers three prominent anti-
essentialist yet also anti-eliminativist options concerning the status of “autism” as a kind: 
the realist view that it is a “property cluster kind” (Boyd 1989), the constructivist views that 
it is either a shared political identity or, as Robert Chapman (2020) argues, that it is a serial 
collective. Each of these views purports to fnd a kind of value in the term so that, even if 
“autism” is a vague, shifting concept with ill-defned boundaries, we should not discard it 
as we have terms associated with fawed theories of the past. Cushing remains unpersuaded, 
however, and explains why he believes eliminativism of the concept of autism is the most 
reasonable position in light of the evidence before us. This is an odd coda to a collection of 
papers about autism. However, given that the majority of the papers begins by clarifying 
which condition they will regard as defnitive of autism before going on to examine issues 
surrounding people who embody that phenomenon, each of the papers would survive elimi-
nativism of the inaccurate catch-all “autism” by replacing that word with a descriptor of 
the relevant criterion, say, sensory hypersensitivity. 
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