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Introduction

People with autism are said to lack a comprehensive Theory of Mind (Attwood, 2006; Baron-Cohen, 1995; Howlin, 1998; Jordan, 1999; Wing, 1996). We are led to believe that those with autism then lack empathy, an intuitive understanding of the thoughts and feelings of others – some individuals, in fact, may lack the appreciation that thoughts and feelings of others exist in any way that differ from their own. Problems then arise with understanding the behaviour of other people, with non-verbal cues, with intention; individuals may find it problematic to empathize with others, to see things from their point of view without elaborate explanation. 
I would not dispute any of this. What I would point out, however, that as is often in the field of autism, what may seem simple, is actually far from it. What appears on the surface to be the case is so often the opposite, when we delve a little deeper. So often, the very concept we are trying to understand can become questionable – it all depends on the way in which the concept is addressed. 

The majority of the population – the predominant neurotype (PNT) thinks in a similar style. Ordinarily, this is not a problem. However, when concepts regarding those with autism are introduced, the PNT population must force itself to consider different ways of thinking – the alternative being that those concepts can become flawed at the most basic level, without people realizing anything. 
This is not altogether uncommon practice, unfortunately – and it is often to the detriment of those with autism. Consider, for example, educational tests. Education – both the delivery of and the assessment of – has been designed to ‘work’ with a specific population in mind, the PNT population. How then, can a system of assessment designed to be accurate for a PNT population possibly be considered appropriate for a population who – by definition – are neurologically different? I would argue that any test or assessment – from psychometric tests to linguistic ability – could be perceived as providing false or misleading results unless they have been adapted to take autism into account. 
An interview, face to face, with a person with autism may yield a specific set of results, while the same interview online produces dramatically different ones. The issue here is whether professionals are willing to concede that processes designed to suit the majority of the population can automatically be deemed appropriate for those with autism. In numerous cases, the clear answer is that PNT friendly processes are often the least likely to benefit or be suited to those with autism. Thus, we must start to recognize that all processes – such as tests, assessment, interviews – must be adapted to suit the individuals’ cognitive, communicative, and social style, rather than expecting the individuals to change their processing simply to suit the majority.

One of the processes that the PNT population should be wary indeed of is their own cognitive process. It is natural for an individual to only think in the context of self – which is utterly unhelpful when working with, or learning about, those with autism. Back to Theory of Mind – as noted, I do not dispute those that ascertain people with autism lack a comprehensive Theory of Mind. The authors cited above are all hugely eminent in the field of autism and Asperger syndrome, and, by no means, am I suggesting that their perspectives are in any manner flawed. Each author suggests that people with autism lack the ability to empathise with other people. The key for me is in the word ‘other’. Who is this ‘other’ that the texts mention? In Theory of Mind tests – who is the ’other’ that is included? This may not appear to be relevant, but to my mind, this is of crucial importance. Thus far, professionals have only addressed Theory of Mind in the context of autism in direct contact with the PNT. In other words, the suggestion is that those with autism lack a Theory of Mind when attempting to understand the PNT population. This is a crucial point to make. Indeed, in making it, one must then look at the global population and ask: who amongst the PNT population has a fully working Theory of Mind for those with autism? How many PNTs can claim a full empathic understanding of the behaviour of those who are neurologically different? I have yet to meet anyone who can truthfully make that claim.  So, in this sense, surely, the PNT population has just as much a flawed Theory of Mind as those with autism? I would suggest that Theory of Mind needs to be taken in context of cross neurological boundaries; then, and only then, can we begin to appreciate that Theory of Mind truly is possibly only ‘impaired’ when seen in this context. It is interesting (or alarming?) to note that authors such as Bogdashina have been highlighting such issues in a perceptive and original manner as far back as 2005, and yet the majority of the population continue to remain in an ignorant state. 

Often people with autism have to work things out at a conscious, scientific level – including their understanding of other people (Segar, 1997). Is this any different to what PNTs do with people with autism? ABC charts, STAR analyses, 8 step plans – what are these if not examples of PNTs attempting (often without success) to understand the behaviour of a person with autism? If PNTs had a Theory of Mind that encompassed people with autism would there be any need for such things – or, indeed, all the books, lectures, and courses that are available – to consciously develop understanding of autism? Surely it is relatively simple: by addressing such concepts in slightly different ways, to realise that a PNT Theory of Mind is sorely lacking when used in the context of people with autism.

Lastly, and this is purely stemming from anecdotal experience, are we really sure that all individuals with autism lack a Theory of Mind, when assessed in context of their own cognitive styles? For example, I would argue that in some cases, individuals with autism demonstrate excellent Theory of Mind with other people with autism. In many cases, understanding can be of a very high level, and appear to be totally intuitive. In fact, I have met some individuals who appear to communicate empathically non verbally, which could - even should - be seen as a very well developed Theory of Mind. There have been a number of times friends of mine with autism have said to me the equivalent of ‘sure, I can totally understand that’ when I have been chatting about a particular behaviour, and they have done so in a way that appears to me to be highly empathic. It is surely time to recognize that assessing individuals simply in a PNT context is not going to give a full picture of an individual’s skills level and areas of competency. Perhaps it is time to recognize that as a PNT population, we lack a Theory of Mind in relation to those with autism to a high degree. Perhaps we should re-look at PNT led concepts and rethink how we think. 
Please note: Is Autism Really a Disorder Part One can be found at:  http://www.shu.ac.uk/theautismcentre/ under Papers and Publications.
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