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“For me, the turning point was when a man told me that 
having autism was like being a fresh water fi sh in salt 
water. In that environment, they are disabled. In the right 
environment, the disability reduces and they not only 
blossom but can fulfi ll their potential.” Autism is often 
described as an invisible condition because people living 
with autism of any kind appear like everyone else, but do 
not conform to societal norms. Simon Baron-Cohen’s 
message is clear—being diff erent is not cause for social 
exclusion; there are ways and means for people living with 
autism to thrive in a society that can welcome diversity.  

Baron-Cohen, Director of the Autism Research Centre at 
Cambridge University, has over 30 years of experience in the 
autism fi eld. His team published a paper this year that was the 
culmination of 18 years of research. “We aimed to measure 
hormones that the fetus is exposed to during pregnancy, in 
an ethical way, without disturbing the fetus, and in a large 
enough sample, which is far from straightforward.” He 
attributes the success of this project to his “talented team of 
graduate students following a single hypothesis, so that each 
new graduate student patiently handed on the baton to the 
next, and built on the fi ndings of their predecessors”. 

Baron-Cohen refl ected on reaching this milestone on the 
day of publication. “We had pursued this narrow hypothesis 
since 1997, conducting over 20 experiments, and in each 
successive experiment the data were giving us clues of an 
unfolding story. The fi rst generation of graduate students 
tested fetal testosterone levels in typically developing 
children, using amniocentesis, sampling the hormone in 
the fl uid surrounding the baby in the womb, and then 
correlated this with individual diff erences in traits relevant 
to autism after the child was born. The second generation, 
in collaboration with scientists in Denmark, extended these 
fi ndings to children who develop autism, confi rming that 
such children show an extreme of the typical male level of 
this prenatal hormone. Boys who go on to develop autism 
on average have even higher levels of fetal testosterone than 
typical boys, who in turn have more than typical girls. Most 
importantly, this hormone changes how the brain develops.” 
For Baron-Cohen, this new fi nding is prompting a host of 
other intriguing questions. He isn’t done yet, he says. 

After graduating in Human Sciences from Oxford 
University, UK, he worked as a teacher in a small 
experimental school for children with autism, Family Tree, 
London, UK. Here, the worlds of developmental psychology 
and anthropology collided. “It enabled me to think about 
the evolved aspects of the human mind, particularly the 
neurocognitive mechanisms that facilitate an infant to 
look at the face—particularly the eyes—of their caregiver, 
and to connect with another mind, without language”. 

 In the 1970s, Baron-Cohen explains, anthropology was 
divided, both social and biological disciplines “viewing each 
other with suspicion, each arguing for either strong social 
or biological determinism”. He says he was encouraged 
to integrate by his undergraduate teachers: the social 
anthropologist Edwin Ardener, the young lecturer Richard 
Dawkins, and Peter Bryant, who was challenging the 
prevailing Piagetian theory of typical infant and child 
cognitive development. Baron-Cohen sought out Uta Frith to 
become his PhD supervisor at University College London, UK. 
Under her guidance, he developed experimental paradigms 
to show how people with autism have specifi c diffi  culties 
understanding other people’s thoughts, beliefs, and desires. 
His 1995 monograph Mindblindness generated a surge of 
interest in the fi elds of cognitive developmental psychology, 
philosophy of mind and language, evolutionary biology, 
psychiatry, clinical psychology, and the emerging fi eld of 
social neuroscience. 

Baron-Cohen is not only interested in fi nding the biological 
cause of autism. To address the social stigmatisation and 
isolating factors, he has taken the concept of mindblindness, 
a term he coined to explain varying degrees of diffi  culty 
experienced by people with autism, into education and clinical 
practice by developing practical tools to help such people learn 
to read emotions and thoughts. Mindreading is an electronic 
encyclopaedia of emotions, and TV animation series The 
Transporters presents emotions in an autism-friendly format. 
Human faces are grafted onto animated vehicles, as many 
children with autism are drawn to predictable systems—a 
cognitive process Baron-Cohen termed as systemizing.

In 1999 Baron-Cohen opened a specialist clinic for 
adults with Asperger Syndrome, funded by one of the 
Sainsbury Family trusts, until the National Health Service 
took over funding in 2010, following the Autism Act, UK. 
He describes adults with undiagnosed Asperger Syndrome 
born before 1980 as the ‘lost generation’, because Asperger 
syndrome was only recognized in 1994 in the DSM. With 
that diagnosis, he says, fi nally “they could make sense of 
why their lives had been so diff erent, and so stressful”. 

“If you take the ‘fresh water fi sh in salt water’ metaphor 
seriously, you can see every part of our society could be 
tweaked to make it more autism friendly,” Baron-Cohen 
suggests. He is the fi rst to acknowledge the disability, 
but hopes to shift perceptions and works tirelessly to 
raise greater awareness. Baron-Cohen is a man with 
extraordinary knowledge, but his passionate advocacy for a 
more tolerant, diverse society, where diff erence is respected 
and cultivated, reveals a very human side to his science.  
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For Baron-Cohen’s article on  
fetal steroidogenic activity in 
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For Mindreading see http://
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