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Empathy Deficits in Autism and Psychopaths

Mirror Opposites?

SIMON BARON-COHEN

mpathy can be defined as having two sepa-

“reble companents a cognitive cumpanent
(the ability to recognize someone else’s thoughts,
intentions, and feelings) and an affective com-
ponemt (the drive to respond to someone clse
thoughts and feelings with an agpropriate emo-
tion) (Baron-Cohen, 2003; Davis, 1994). Two
different penrpdevdopmental cnoditions involve
empathy deficits: autism (Baron-Cohen, 1995;
Frith, 1989) and psychupathy (Blair et al., 2005),
So why do they not result in a similar outcame? If
they both share low empathy, why do people with
zutism tend to avoid other pevple, struggle with
relationships, and show a cxmmitment to honesty
and truth (Baron-Cohen, 2008b), whereas psy-
chopaths often hurt other people, and manipulate
and deceive others (Baron-Coheo, 2011)?

The answer to this ridde may Be in the two
“fractions” of empathy. The thesis is that while
people with autism have veel-established difficul-
ties in theory of mind (the cognitive companent
of empsthy) alongside intact affective empa-
thy psychopetha have intact theory of mind but
impaired affective empathy (Blair, 1999; Blair
et al,, 1996). Put otherwise, people with autism
have trouble keeping track of others intemtioms,
beliefs, knowledge, deslres, and emotians but still
get upset when they hear of sameaneh suffering,
while psychopaths find &t easy to mind read others
and do so to their own advastage but do not care
about others’ thoughts and (eelings.

So If in psychopaths cognitive empathy is
intact while affective nnpuhyhimp:irad.ndif

people with eutism. But can it explain the other
ple with autism often show high levels of marlity,
while psychopuths are by and large amaral?

‘The psycholrgist jon Haldt (2012) has a valu-
able analysis of maralify. He (dentifies five nnr-
versal, foundstianal principles that goide ous
judgment of good and bed, and therefore aur
behavior in relation to how ta treat othern. These
are (1) caring for others, (2) fairness and juste,
(3) loyalty toward onebs group, (4) respect for
anthority, and (5) purity. These he argues as the
evolved foundations of moraliry becanse same of
these can be observed in other primates and even

principle); wotves and other “paci” animab e
in ways to keep the group cohestve (the “loylty
principle), and primates who live in social hierat
chies show a keen sentitivity for how to trest thos
in a higher social rank to theselves (the “a*hor
ity/cespect” peinciple).

But back to people with autism and psye
pathe Why do the farmer often show high I
of morality—to the point of becoming whusth
hlowers when they perceive others as breakisg
rues—while the latter show high levels of ama™
ity? In this difference too a cmscquence of the ®
their empathy fractionates? I will aggue thit £
out of five of Haidt’s moral principles seam 07
suppose intsct affective empathy, )
whether cognitive empathy is intact of 1P
Frst, consider the y chart in Pigazed-

in autism the prafile is the oppasite way

could this explain the differences we observe in
their behaviar? Certainly # is & parsimonious
aplanation for why “pero degrees of empathy”
can result in cruelty in psychopuths on the one
haod, and social withdrxwal and confusion in

How might a fare an
moral principles? We know it is almost d=g™
that » paychopath would be able to kst s0
person (50 1o “care® princlple), cheat 00
out of their fair share {so no “judtice” PP
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FIGURE #.2,1: Why people with antiam are moeal and caring, and peychopaths are not. ¥ = clearly present; x =

dearly lmpaired.

would not give a damn about reapect for elders or
thase who have spent their lives working to get
# 4 higher position {so no "respect” principle)
(Cleckley, 1976; Hare et al, 1990). Indeed, the
only moral principle that may be intact in psycho-
paths 13 the “purity” one: Like all of us, they may
el certain foods or actions are clesn and pure,
and others are dirty and disgusting. How have
piychopaths ended up lacking four out of five of
Hadrs universal moral foundations?

Before we answer this question, Jet’s just work
through the same moral checklist with someone
uﬁuﬂmaﬁnmc:gumdmeinmmi‘ For
w~me people it will come as a surprise—given the
‘Tondblindness® theary of autism—that many
people with Asperger syndrome show high levels
o cire for others (Attwood, 1997). They look after
e T agemg parents, their pets (some even take in
azens of lost or injused animals), and many are
: parents to their own children and show
Hire toward the sick in their community. In addi-
00, they give to or work for charities that provide
 ire 1o those less fortunate than themselves, So the
;:\’mdphnmnwwdemedmumm
i allirsemr e e v

~‘5°f10cillfhange" toward grester social justice,
“wummmmmdwgd@:

plight (Baron-Cohen, 2008a). This
2008a), Thi
1 tethe *Seienesa/justice” principle is alsa
10 autism conditions.
| 24 the same is true of their feelings of loy-
~ They are often described as the most loyal of
) Tecognizing that betrayal is inamoral

ety
‘hM

and the importance of sticking with your team,
whether as a football supporter or as a member
of a group. So the “group/loyalty” seems to be
intact, too. People with Asperger syndrome also
show keen attention to social hierarchy, not just
their own position within it but a dose scrutiny
of those at the top, wanting their leaders to prove
they deserve our respect by behaving consistently,
honestly, and ethically (Baron-Cohen, 2003).
So the “respect for authority™ moral principle is
intact, too, Finally, people with autism spectrum
conditions can be as picky as anyone about what
they consider is “pure” enough to put into their
bodies or what in their mind constitutes spiritual
pusity. In that respect, the “purity” principle is a
fandamental part of their morality.

What immediately strikes ove, looking st
Figare 4.2.1, is that an impairment in cognitive
empathy does not scem to affect anes capacity to
be 2 good moral citizen (providing affective empa-
thy i intact), whereas an impairment in affective
empathy appears to be sble to wipe out four oat
of five of onr moral principles (frrespective of
whether cognitive empathy is intact). How could
this be?

The answer comes from looking at a third
medical condition, thet of borderline personal-
ity disorder. Some 80% of patients with this dis-
order tragically suffered abuse or neglect in early
childhood, such that they missed out on the
opportunity to experience affection and a secure
attachment relationship with a caregiver (Fonagy,
2000). As adults they find it hard to trust oth-
ers in intimate relationships end can break off
relationships impulstvely and within seconds as
their anger flares up. They can lash out at others
in & way that suggests they do not care what the
impact of their actions and words are an others.
During one of these rages, their affective empathy
shots down, although they appear to have intact
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cognitive empathy in terms of being able to recog-
nize facial expressions, for example, Patients with
borderline personality disarder illustrate that one
way in which affective empathy can fail to develop
normally is after a lack of the experience of care in
infancy and eardy childhood (Bowlby, 1969). They
contrast with psychopaths whose callousness
seems to have a strong genetic clement (Viding
et al, 2005) and who may not have suffered

order may lose four of the five moral foundations:
During an angry outburst they may stop caring
for their children (the “care” principle), for oth-
ers less fortunate than themselves (the “justice/
fairness” principle), or for the needs of their group
(the “group/loyaity” principle), and they may not
respect their elders/seniors (the “respect/author-
ity” principle). Like all human beings, they are
likely to nevertheless have views on what consti-
tutes purity in terms of actions, thoughts, foods,
and so on (the “purity” principle).

This that whether one loses onels
affective empathy as a result of eardy neglect/
abuse, as a result of genetic influences, or both,
the loss of affective empathy can erode four out of
five fundamental moral foundations, And it helps
answer the puzzle as to why people with autism
(who typically have experienced a caring environ-
ment and who do not have the genetic makeup
of psychopaths) can end up both as caring and
moral, despite their difficulties in cognitive empa-
thy/mind reading.

For people with sutism, their intact moral-
ity has a second cast iron platform: their strong
systemizing. Systemizing is the drive to analyze or
build a system, defined as anything that is lawful
{Baron-Cohen, 2003), Systems include machines
{which operate on mechanical rules) or natural
phenomena such as plants (which follow the laws
of biology and ecology), but systems can also be
shstract (snch as music ox math), collectible (e.g.,
a system for how to organize your DVDs at home),

typicelly
ing bighly focused (“obsessed”) with
systems (Baron-Cohen, 2008b), Perhaps becanse
of their difficolties with cognitive empathy, they
rely even more on systemizing t0 und d

it comes to figuring out gadgets, building Lego
structures, and piecing together train timetables
or the names of every dinosaur (just some of the
“obsessions” that develop in autism) but can also
lead to a strong moral code.’

This Jeads to several conclusions. First, low
empathy comes in at least two varieties: low cog-
with eutism show the former and psychopaths
show the latter? Second, low affective empathy
can leave the person capable of hurting another
person, while low cognitive empathy typically just
leaves the persom confused by others and need-
ing to avoid others. Third, low cagnitive empa-
thy alone does not leave the person uncaring or
unemotional towards the plight of cthers, and nor
does it affect their moral development. In contrast,
low affective empathy (whether for genetic and/or
environmentsl reasons) can undermine a person’s
moral development. Finally, fourth, people with
antism ere likely to end up with an intact monl
code not just because they have intact affective
empathy, but also because they have a strong dave

! As an aside, some women with Axperger syndroce
B l'.,,“ ng &y 4 Decasst
they were swful at meth. But the systemizing theor
does not propose that people with autism or Asperpet
syndrome should be good at or understand aff spsters
since it is the nature of systemizing that ane Iatches aak
just oae system at 2 time t0 understand it deeply B¢
some people it may be math, but for others it may ™
physics, horse riding, cooking, map collecting. of #
cther system.

* I claim that people with Asperger syndrom< '
antiam have intact affective empathy, aad Hks ol 5
dlaims, this should be qualified with the phrase. "o £
€ze” That means there may be some indi e
Asperger syndrome or autism who have both mpe
cogaitive and sffective empathy. The predictior ™
Mbeﬂmmhnlbmpdw:niﬂbeurﬂ";
ing others. But my clinical experlence of adul®*
B drome is that the majority of men* 1

the social world, wanting people to be consist-
ent and to follow rules. These can include roles of
morality. ‘This drive to understand the system in
all its exquisite detail, and in a black-and-white,
binary fashion, is not just an adw when

mm.ﬁcuumpuhymhmmd“”"‘;
It ahould slso be borne in mind thst individh
have more than one diagnosis, and cevtainly KB
people with both Asperger syndrome snd bord¢

)

pervonality
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