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A powerful new idea may give us valuable insights into

the cause of autism and the very essence of human nature.

By Simon Baron-Cohen

among the parents of children with altis
‘The mothers oftensay things like “fhy child i
i bt lke liriy husbarid—just et large: My husband

D \er thie years |'ve been stiyek by a pattem

Has tawatch thaweather forecasty svary fight, and.

sy =0n his o watch Them éviry toun - Whan lask
about ther parents, the mothes commaent: il
my father was rathersimiento my heshand—he
callectest mode! trains and knew ewrything there
Viras o Kt bl enchane -

Sty obsecvalions. dony amount 1o evidence
About the cause of sutlin, but ihey do gue us cuss

ab-:iut wilieie o ok Autism s atront ganitic. Bt

iy sgeardh frgin iy b 3 CdIHhrlh‘.IgH- Uiniversity

SSEED  Ninigmiler a6

irnplicates gehes Inlatited from bath parents) From
tiisatiel oiben cbsareations, wave formulatad the
=ascdrtative matng theory” s el ides & that
bioth mnthes and tathers of childeen with autism
(o s rdder vanznt, Aspemen Syndramel share 5
cammpn charactenstic and have bekn SitmEetad 10
sath ether herause of ther Fsyeholagical simiacy,

the figld af genénes Thot fefess o i long:

ssartatiie. mating & @& tem) birowed from
A reeaijnized anpect of animil behavier . the

“slinpile iden that mate salisctih |8 not ratidom Ao

s Uil Hidman animals; do natlmete with

"I'“?’r“"'ﬂ"b"'e: '

Diarwin theonzed | that tweo kinds ol sel=ctior)
aneate lo ensire-that someanimals have etier e
produstive. success than athers: natpral selection
ind sexual selection Reer with lhige antlers, for e
ampte, are mare. |kely do; repraduce—nol st be-
caune thiey can dalest weaker males in contests over
fernates (natural selection), bul also becpuse the
firmates themseles tend to prefer mrates with the
ialgest antiprs (sesusl Setectian) Animals am fine-

Wy turied 1o pxtormal indicsiars of fitness. and these
ThdlEaio fitlente witiern or nod they will higts

Witha pliFintial partne
ezttt reatig goss anestop furehen by ot
ik that o animals of the same species attan 21

AWWWESEEDMAGAZING COM




37

=

L .

up mating when they have a common or similar
trait A clear example in humans 1s that tafler men
tend, on average, to have female partners who are
ais0 above average in height Unconsciously, we
seem to sefect partners who are similar to ourselves
in at least one respect Other studies in humans
have shown assortative mating for physical charac
tenistics as subtle as eye color and for psychological
characteristics such as personality

" So what has all of this got to do with autism?
We know that autism runs in families, and that if a
child with autism is a twin, the chances of the oth-
er twin also having autism s much higher if the
twins are identical This tells us that genes are like-
ly to be an important part of the explanation, and
that one should lock at the parents of children with
autism for clues Furthermore, our studies have un-
covered four findings that implicate assortative
mating in autism First, both parents of children with
autism are likely to be super-fast on attention tasks,
in which the aim 15 to spot a detall as quickly as pos-
sible. Second, both parents have an increased hkeh-
hoed of having had a father who worked in the field
of engineering  Third, hoth parents are more likely
to have elevated scates ga siibile measures of au-
tistic traits. And fourtii, both parents show a trend
toward a more male pattern af Bram activity when
measured using MR}
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Evidence from parents in the general population
suggests there is assortative mating for systemizing,
such that people who are atiracted to systems are
more likely to have a partner who shares this char-
actenistic. Combined with the fact that both parents
of children with autism are likely to be very detail-
oriented, highly analytic, and to have a father who
worked in a field requinng good systemizing skills,
this suggests that the genes involved in systemizing
may be linked to the genes that cause autism

Although these genes remain to be identified,
the assortative mating theory throws up some test-
able predictions: First, autism should be more com-
mon it families where both parents are strong sys-
temizers. For example, some media reports have

But could the apparent rise in the prevalence of
autism alsa in part be the result of assortative mat-
ing of two strong systemizers? Is it possible that
over and above the effects that social and clinical
factors have had, assortative mating of two strong
systemizers has become more frequent?

Consider that in the late 1950s, less than 2 per-
cent of undergraduates at MIT {a unwersity that
caters to people with goed systernizing skitls) were
women Today female enrcliment has jumped to
50 percent. This microcosm 15 Just one example of
how society has changed in ways that would bring
strong systemizers into greater proximity Over the
same period, ar travel has also meant far greater
opportunities for people from widely differing back-

Could the apparent rise in the prevalence

of autism in part be the result of assortative

mating of two strong systemizers?

claimed that autism 1s more prevalent in areas like
Sikicon Valley, but we need well-controlled tests 1o
see If this is true. Second, since the drive ta syt
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