Autism Essay
Autism is a developmental condition that effects millions of people across the world it can be defined as a spectrum affecting many different aspects of the individual such as their ability to perceive the world and their own and other peoples emotions. Autism can range from having extreme effects on an individual’s life impacting how they react to the world around them to having a limited effect on how an individual with autism reacts to daily challenges hence the need for autism to be described as a “Spectrum”. Individuals with autism can have many “labels” attributed to them with professionals having many different descriptions used for autistic people: “autistic tendencies, autistic features, Kanner’s Syndrome, Aspergers Syndrome, autistic behaviours, atypical autism” (Jordan, 1999). Therefore it can be difficult for individuals to accurately pinpoint and diagnose someone as mentioned in the debate during our lecture “adults struggle a lot more being diagnosed than children” this could be because a lack of support for adults trying to obtain a diagnosis or because of the nature of how wide the autistic spectrum is it is extremely difficult to narrow down an accurate diagnosis of autism especially for adults who have learnt “masking behaviours”. There are many explanations to how an individual with autism perceives the world and how their behaviour then reacts to that one such theory which will be discussed and debated in this essay is the theory of mind which aims to decrypt and predict the mental thinking of other individuals to be able to fully understand and “put themselves in the mind of another” to be able to fully perceive and comprehend what another individual is thinking. In cases where an individual is autistic it is thought that their theory of mind is lacking and that they struggle with many difficulties across their lifespan. In childhood these issues may present themselves through difficulties in pretend play or engaging in conversations. As they age individuals with autism may experience issues in social interaction, developing and maintaining friendships and understanding social norms. With reference to the psychological debate taken place during the module and academic sources this essay will aim to debate and challenge the psychological principles that the theory of mind states when referring to an individual with autism.
The theory of mind as stated earlier aims to articulate how an individual is able to perceive and understand the mental processes of other people in an “neurotypical” individual they would be able to fully infer the goals and desires of another person and may be able to use it to understand complex social situations such as when and individual is lying or deceiving someone. However an individual with ASD would have difficulty with this as to them they would not be able to potentially fully process what the other person is saying or their intentions “ToM is involved in higher order tasks such as understanding sarcasm, irony, and figurative interpretations of language” (Lecheler, et al., 2021). This would mean that if an individual with autism struggles to understand “higher order tasks” then throughout their life they would be placed at a disadvantage when interpreting commonly encountered scenarios in conversation such as sarcasm when, compared to an individual who does not have ASD leading to issues where misinterpretation of the other individuals intentions and motives. Theory of mind not only explains an individuals thought processes in relation to other people but also their thought processes when applied to themselves “becoming aware of one’s own psychological states (at least, one’s own propositional attitudes)  appears  to  depend  on  the  same  underlying  functional  system/process as that employed when one is aware of others’ psychological states.” (Williams, 2010) this shows that there is a clear link explained by the theory of mind between an individual with ASD being able to interpret their own beliefs and mind and them being able to interpret another this potentially explains that problems will arise with how a person with autism is able to properly see themselves leading to the person having difficulty understanding their own thought processes just as much as understanding another person’s thoughts. Further supporting this belief is a study conducted by (Williams & Happé, Pre-Conceptual Aspects of Self-Awareness in Autism Spectrum Disorder: The Case of Action-Monitoring, 2009) who states that children with ASD develop “atypical routes to mental state understanding in order to compensate for an impaired theory of mind mechanism.” This means that individuals with ASD have different mental processes in order to cope with potential impairments in social understanding leading to different behavioural coping mechanisms and strategies to be developed to help them carry out their day to day activities. Further understanding into how the theory of mind can affect individuals with and without autism and their thought process comes from studies conducted into embarrassment when related to theory of mind stating that individuals with autism “did not appear to differentiate sad from embarrassment on the basis of locus” (Hillier & Allinson, 2002) this limited view on embarrassment shows that an individual with autism has a limited view grasp on their emotions or understanding of social situations: “consistent with the theory of mind hypothesis that those with autism are at least delayed, if not deficient, in their ability to understand the mental states of others” (Hillier & Allinson, 2002). This infers to us that people with autism struggle to understand other peoples thought processes as in order to experience embarrassment you first need to fully understand the mental processes of others which if you are unable to, the person would then have a limited view of embarrassment and be unable to properly comprehend their actions and to why others see it as embarrassing. This shows supporting evidence to why the theory of mind can be used to explain the actions and behaviour of an individual with autism when compared to one who does not have the condition showing, the different developmental deficiencies present in people with autism and how they could struggle in everyday life. Further support for the theory of mind explaining the effects autism has on everyday life of an individual comes from (Scheeren, Rosnay, Koot, Begeer, & Begeer, 2012) who explained that social interaction is limited for individuals with ASD due to them being unable to process the complex and sometimes subtle conversations in everyday life: “social attention and motivation may crucially determine whether or not the relatively intact conceptual understanding of mental states is activated and used” (Scheeren, Rosnay, Koot, Begeer, & Begeer, 2012) therefore, people with ASD explained by the theory of mind have challenges processing everyday conversations and interactions leading to misunderstandings and social confusion. If an individual with ASD has limitations in their ability to express themselves in social situations through language then that can hugely impact and affect their ability to function in everyday life “language matters because it is a fundamental human capacity that permeates almost everything that humans do” (Janet Wilde Astington, 2005) so in relation to this if a person with ASD who is unable to properly understand their theory of mind and relate to the other individual through the use of speech then they will ultimately struggle through life encountering communication issues with other people and a difficulty in relating to them. 
However using the theory of mind to help further our understanding of autism across the lifespan can be criticised. Most research conducted into the theory of mind tends to focus on studies where pre-made scenarios are given to participants who are both autistic and non-autistic, this causes issues as due to the lack of spontaneity of the scenarios presented to participants it would not reflect their natural everyday thought processes especially for those who are autistic: “most research on mental state processing in autism is the lack of ecological validity… requires a participant to reflect on another’s mental states such as beliefs or intentions through explicit instruction” (Nijhof, Recent neural advances in studies on theory of mind and autism, 2023). This shows that researchers who study theory of mind tend may not get as high ecologically valid data and information if they primarily focus on lab based studies which do not provide the true full picture and insight into the thought processes of people with autism. To refer back to the debate taken place during class one individual states that in reference to the theory of mind and research being conducted into it: “we've only just started, understand the scale of autism and how it just it's just so particularly unique to every individual that any theory or classification or attempt to categorize it is in a way sort of redundant”. This shows us that even though the theory of mind raises many interesting ideas and theories it is limited in its view on autism and it’s explanations of behaviour due to just how recent the studies are on autism and how our understanding of it is ever changing. A further criticism for theory of mind is in it’s application to treatment for people with autism through different therapies. It is found that children with autism who are taught to understand their “theory of mind” more- to be taught to be more aware of what the other person is thinking and feeling has had limited success rates: “There is no good evidence that teaching ‘Theory of Mind' skills alone helps the individual to develop social cognition” (Marraffa & Araba, 2016). This shows us that even as an intervention and treatment for autism the theory of mind has limited success and can only be used to study and learn about a persons thought process not to actually treat or teach them coping mechanisms with their condition. Another criticism for the theory of mind is that it may not take into account cultural elements that affect an individuals perception of others for example in the debate that was discussed in the lecture it goes into detail discussing cultural differences in for example Japan where there regimented lifestyle and culture tends to have beneficial impacts on people with autism “Japanese culture makes, like autistic people easier because there's a tendency amongst autistic adolescents and adults, to like repetition”. This shows us that the theory of mind does not take into account cultural elements where an autistic individual in for example Japan may be able to live a more regimented and therefore for them, easier life. “intrinsic motivation is maximized in European American children when they personally make their own choices, whereas it is maximized in Asian-American children when choices are made for them by their mother” (Mizokawa, 2015) this shows us that in Japan there is a clear cultural difference to that of the west which would then mean that autistic people in different cultures would face different challenges to that of the west. Due to the largely westernised focus on psychology and the study of theory of mind researchers fail to gain a more holistic approach to studying people with autism; with them just primarily focusing on participants in the western world. Another issue with the research that is used to gather data on the theory of mind is the “false belief task” where participants (primarily children) are presented with a given scenario e.g. “Maxi comes into the kitchen with a piece of chocolate. He wants to put it somewhere so he can find it when he comes back from playing outside. He puts it into the red cupboard, and then goes outside to play. Later, Maxi’s mother comes into the kitchen to clean. She moves the chocolate from the red cupboard to the green cupboard while she is cleaning. Then, Maxi comes inside from playing. He is hungry and wants his chocolate” (Hedger & Fabricius, 2011) the participants are then asked to see where would “Maxi” find the chocolate with the answer being the red cupboard individuals who lack a theory of mind such as autistic ones would say that the chocolate would be located in the green cupboard. The issues that arise because of this task can have the unexpected effect of ruining the validity of the experiment as the individuals involved may not have understood the task themselves therefore choose the incorrect or correct answer through guessing: “Thus children can pass the task by attributing only ignorance, predicting “wrong” behaviour, and using a process of elimination” (Hedger & Fabricius, 2011). Therefore there is a clear methodological problem present with many of these studies resulting in individuals being put down as having a low theory of mind which might not be necessarily true due to the flaws in the study. Another issue with theory of mind is it’s overwhelming focus on children with autism where the majority of the studies are conducted focus on the theory of mind of children with autism. In the debate conducted during our lecturer one person states “the main focus is on children and especially here in the West” which course further backs up the fact that the focus is primarily on children. This then ignore adulthood and of course adults who are then autistic are not given proper study which would decrease the population validity to adulthood as autism is as mentioned earlier such a wide spectrum and the affects of it change throughout the lifespan as new coping mechanisms are developed such as “masking” which was also discussed in the debate. This all leads to research being very limited going into adulthood for autistic individuals who aren’t properly studied therefore true and holistic conclusions could not be made on the full population of people with autism. 
To conclude, the theory of mind quite obviously has great benefits for individuals it allows for a greater understanding of the thought processes of “neurotypical” people when developing throughout their lifespan in everyday activities such as communication and relationship bonding/formation. This when compared to autistic people can show clear differences and deficiencies in how they perceive social interaction and can help fulfil our understanding of how they view the world and its challenges across their life. However the theory of mind also comes with many challenges with it being limited to mainly child focused studies and being primarily western dominated it fails to take into account the wider picture leaving many key information or explanations into the behaviour and thought processes of autistic and non-autistic individuals to be left to the side. The theory of mind has key limitations where other research and therapies are proven to be more effective to treat and support autistic individuals. Therefore although the theory of mind has great benefits further research must be needed to develop a more fuller understanding of autistic individuals thought processes when compared to non-autistic people. As well as further research into the ways in which the theory of mind can develop therapies to make autistic peoples lives easier and more comfortable across their lifespan. 
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