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There are very few clear and authoritative booksAsperger Syndrome (AS), but this
new book by Chris Gillberg is one of them.

Gillberg is a leading child psychiatrist, workinglhoth Sweden and Britiain, and was one
of the first clinicians who studied this syndronfeerits ‘rediscovery’ in 1981 by Lorna
Wing. The original account of this syndrome hadrbee written in German by Hans
Asperger, the Austrian paediatrician, but it lajatigely unnoticed for 40 years until
Wing, and then Gillberg, brought it under theirestific scrutiny.

Gillberg formulated the first set of clear diagnostriteria, and this book adopts a
classical psychiatric approach, to ensure thatmaisig of AS is distinguishable from its
close neighbours (autism, obsessive compulsiverdispand the personality disorders,
in particular). Gillberg also provides a masterlerview of the comobid features, the
natural history, the medical assessment and wh&ndsvn about the neurobiology,
neuropsychology, and treatment of this condition.

Above all, he adopts a clearly respectful attitudevards the individuals with this
condition, many hundreds of whom he has met fisstchas part of either his extensive
clinical experience or his well-known research paog.

This book is likely to be regarded in a similar wayTony Attwood’s best-selling book
on Asperger Syndrome, though whereas the Attwoaik li@as been most popular with
parents and families, | imagine Gillberg’s bookIvé of most value to clinicians and
mental health practitioners. | for one found itywaseful to have the DSM-IV criteria for
the differential diagnosis of a range of similandiions laid out side by side, for quick
reference, as an aid to assessment.

The book also follows a popular approach of recziggi AS in history, focusing on
individuals like Wittgenstein as a likely examplesmmeone who probably had AS, in
the days before the condition was recognized.

As a psychologist, | was interested to read Gillteesummaries of the psychological
theories of AS, and his review of these was bot#nedvanded and clear. That it is not
quite up to date is not a major weakness, sinceisha field that is rapidly developing,
and there is likely to have been a lag of closeooe year between when he wrote his
manuscript and its publication. But a new theooyrfrour group, called the empathizing-
systemizing theory, is worth discussing here (Ba&tamen, 2002). As Comtemporary



Psychologyencourages book reviewers to engage in uptodsteisiion, | hope Gillberg
will forgive me for going beyond what was histotlggossible in his excellent book:

Gillberg touches on empathizing, and indeed his Emrel Miller Lecture in 1994 was

one of the first major papers on the idea of autggmctrum conditions as empathy
disorders. For me, empathizing is defined as tiveedo identify someone else’s mental
states (their thoughts or their emotions), andaeehan appropriate affective reaction to
their mental states. He rightly points out thatr¢hés a wealth of evidence for

empathizing deficits in AS. But systemizing is to@w to have made it into his book:

Systemizing is defined as the drive to analysestesy, or build a system. Systemizing
entails a very fine grain focus of attention, ahdliows specialism, creating an expert
rather than a generalist. It is why people withissatmay develop ‘islets of ability’ as
they become proficient in a system like naming prinumbers, naming the days of the
week any date will fall, compiling a mental list bfrthdates or train timetables, etc.,
People with autism, | suggest, become captivate@rbyaspect of reality, and seek to
discover the underlying structure or lawfulnesshef system. They do this by trying to
hold everything else constant, and examining hawathitput changes as they manipulate
one variable at a time.

For someone described as ‘low-functioning’, thigmientail running water out of a tap
and watching for hours as the water droplets fallai very specific pattern, as the
tap/fawcett is opened very slightly more. Or it htignvolve watching the same video
over and over again, perhaps hundreds of timet)adamne can predict every tiny detail
that will be in the next frame. Total lawfulnesorFSomeone described as ‘medium
functioning’ this might entail knowing which busexyone they know takes to work, and
all the bus routes. Again, striving for lawfulnedor someone described as ‘high-
functioning’, this might involve noting how the uerdlying rock and soil changes as one
goes from one part of the country to the anothercedagain, reality becomes entirely
predictable, and the laws one discovers, of whaseectay turns to chalk, become wholly
repeatable. People with autism can’t help systemgjzand sometimes it pays off. Big
time.

A clear example is Richard Borcherds (Baron-Col2893), who despite his Asperger
Syndrome (AS), won the Fields medal for mathematies equivalent to the Nobel Prize.

My suggestion is that people with autism try totegsze the whole world, but that some
types of information lend themselves to systemizimagge easily than others. Information
from the social world doesn’t. Nor does fiction dnatting. On the other hand, train

timetables, mathematics, collections of facts, amdsic all do lend themselves to

systemizing, as they are ultimately systems. Ancragk the system one is going to have
to start by trying to understand local details, amdrk outwards. Under certain

conditions, this could even give the impressionvegak central coherence’, if one is

zooming in on local features. But ultimately, mgmgople with AS do not end up with

fragmented knowledge, as weak central coherencdvprddict, but instead achieve a
good understanding of the whole system, be it ahma¢ a photographic method, a
chemical process, or a mathematical equation.



The new empathizing-systemizing (E-S theory) cathjrik, make sense of two core or
universal triads of features characterizing indisld on the autistic spectrum (including
people with AS). These are shown in Figure 1. Ehipaitg and systemizing may have
nothing to say abowavery associated feature of autism or AS, but the thdoss not set
out to explain everything. Only the core charasters below.

Figure 1: Baron-Cohen'’s (2002) Triads of Deficits md Strengths:
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But leaving this recent psychological theory to sig®, and returning to Gillberg’s book,

I can recommend it unreservedly. | have alreadgmimy copy to the clinicians in our
adult AS clinic, as essential reading. | just wils book had been available years ago,
so that this condition could have been better wstded sooner.
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