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public challenges to the                        
“new autism sciences”  

1. should we be pursuing a “cure for autism” and  
striving for a single “normal” developmental 
pathway? 

2. does this have different implications for individuals 
who are so-called “high-functioning” and “low-
functioning”? 

3. who should be asked to make these decisions? 
scientists, parents, or autistic people? 

4.  is there any way of resolving disagreements? 
 



who should get a say? 

some researchers have suggested that clearly stating 
one’s research goals at the outset should itself foster 
ethically responsible scientific pursuits ... but claiming 
neutrality is not enough 
 
scientists must recognise that (a) science is not 
completely impartial, especially in the context of such 
highly charged issues; (b) the research they carry out 
and report has non-neutral implications for directly 
concerned parties; and (c) they must listen to, and 
learn from, non-scientists 



who should get a say?  

parents have a unique experience about the onset 
and development of their child ... and people with 
autism have direct experience of what it is like to be 
autistic  each has access to a “special kind of 
knowledge”  
 
this “experience-based expertise” is vital but it needs to 
be combined with, rather than to replace, that of the 
scientific researcher 
 



we need constructive dialogue 

Three preconditions to engagement:  
 
1. disagreement is inevitable and must be recognized 

 
2. many concerned parties are currently excluded 

from decision-making or are dramatically under-
represented 
 

3. not all participants are equally affected by the 
impact of the new sciences of autism 
 



three concrete suggestions from the 
UK conference 

1. extensive quantitative and qualitative research is 
required on the attitudes of autistic people and 
parents and carers to the new sciences of autism 
and their application 
 

2. proper participatory decision-making processes are 
required in all areas of research and policy on 
autism 
 

3. researchers should recognise that such engagement 
as an essential part of the research process 
 
 
 
 
 



conclusion 

the new sciences of autism have generated much 
excitement both within and beyond the research 
community 
 
... but this excitement is tempered by significant social 
and ethical concern  
 
the way forward involves fostering “inter-dependence”,  
crafting new mechanisms of participation and dialogue 
to build a bridge between scientists and the broader 
autism community 
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