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Dan Olmsted passed away 
unexpectedly on January 20, 2017, 
shortly after we submitted the final 
manuscript of Denial. Dan was a 
pioneering investigative journalist, a 
gifted writer and a breathtakingly 
original thinker. He was also a great 
friend, not just to me but to the entire 
community of autism families who 
adopted him as their own. Dan paid a 
heavy price in some circles for his 
conviction that the “age of autism” was 
an episode in history that had a clear 
beginning and a necessary end.  But his 
many notable discoveries—from the 
Amish anomaly to the role of mercury 
poisoning in hysteria to the real 
identities of eight of the original 
Kanner eleven-- will stand the test of 
time. He saved a lot of lives. We will 
miss him.



“Even as the autism toll 
passes a million children and 
the cost soars to a trillion 
dollars, a pernicious idea is 
taking hold: there simply is 
no autism epidemic.

“The implications are 
enormous. Is autism ancient, 
a genetic variation that begs 
only for overdue acceptance 
and acknowledgment? Or is 
it recent and growing, the 
frightening product of 
something toxic to which our 
children are succumbing?” 



2015 Samuel Johnson Prize 
for Non-Fiction: winner 

Silberman’s work “is powered 
by a strongly argued set of 
beliefs: that we should stop 
drawing sharp lines between 
what we assume to be 
‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’, and 
that we should remember how 
much the differently-wired 
human brain has, can and will 
contribute to our world… 
[Silberman] has injected a 
hopeful note into a 
conversation that’s normally 
dominated by despair.”



“… Autistic people have always been part of the human 
community, though they have often been relegated to the 
margins of society,” 



2017 Pulitzer Prize Finalist: 
General Nonfiction 

“By turns intimate and 
panoramic, In a Different 
Key takes us on a journey 
from an era when families 
were shamed and children 
were condemned to 
institutions to one in which 
a cadre of people with 
autism push not simply for 
inclusion, but for a new 
understanding of autism: as 
difference rather than 
disability.”



“We don’t really know if there is not an epidemic, but we also think 
that it shouldn’t matter when we decide whether or not to respond 
to the needs of people in the autism community… It shouldn’t 
matter whether there’s an epidemic or not.”



“SINCE 1938, THERE HAVE COME TO OUR ATTENTION A NUMBER 
OF CHILDREN WHOSE CONDITION DIFFERS…MARKEDLY AND 
UNIQUELY FROM ANTHING REPORTED HERETOFORE…” 

US population in 2017 325 million

In 1931 124 million

If “autism is ancient” 1.8 million Americans had autism
(assuming 1 in 68) before Leo Kanner’s 1938 discovery 
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“HOW MANY PEOPLE HAVE EVER LIVED ON EARTH?”

By 2005 ~107 billion

By 1930 99 billion

If “autism is ancient” 1.46 billion autistic people
(assuming 1 in 68) lived on earth before Leo 

Kanner “discovered “ autism in 
1943

Source: Population Today, November/December 2002
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HOW UNIQUE WAS DONALD TRIPLETT, KANNER’S CASE #1, BORN 
IN 1933 AND RAISED IN FOREST MISSISSIPPI

Forest MS population today 5,672

In 1950 2,874

If “autism is ancient” 63 other autistic people in Forest MS
(assuming 1 in 45) besides Donald Triplett 

Source: Jonathan Rose, “Yes. There is an Autism Epidemic” March 6, 2016 http://historynewsnetwork.org/article/161992
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WHAT HUMP?
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SINCE 1990, AUTISM RATES HAVE EXPLODED: SOMETHING NEW AND 
TERRIBLE IS HAPPENING TO A GENERATION OF CHILDREN

1 Rates of PDD/autistic disorder based on data from WI, UT, CA DDS and CDC ADDM network
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The Gulliver Deception

“Like the giant roving 
among the tiny Lilliputians 
in Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, 
autism towers in scale and 
significance above other 
concerns and disabling 

conditions of childhood.”



What did qualified contemporary observers see?

“It took nearly nine years before the first case of  ‘early 
infantile autism’ was published in Europe. Being well aware of 
Kanner’s publications, I was able to arrive at the diagnosis 
when I happened upon the parents of an autistic child. I 
noticed at the time that one could hardly ask for more 
accurate informants than the parents of an autistic child.” 

-D. Arn Van Krevelen, “Early Infantile Autism,” 1952 

“[Each child is] as much like those described by Kanner as one 
raindrop is like another.” 

-Van Krevelen letter to Bernard Rimland, 1963



The timing of autism’s onset coincides with the period of 
maximum growth (and vulnerability) of the infant brain
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“During his stay in Vienna in 1907, Professor Weygandt had examined psychiatrically one of my 
cases. I had previously acquainted him with my observations and suggested the name 
dementia infantilis for these cases. Professor Weygandt was able to concur completely with my 
observations and also accepted the name dementia infantilis. This term was chosen merely to 
designate a state of mental deterioration occurring in childhood.”

“Professor Weygandt published the results of these observations during the same year…under 
the title Idiotie und Dementia Praecox. Through an oversight the paper fails to refer to my 
observations and communications

Theodor Heller, “Uber Dementia infantilis,” Zeitschrift fur Kinderforschung 37 (1930): 661–7. 



The first observed cases of dementia infantilis
Case 1, “During her third year of life she began to exhibit angry outbursts without an 
obvious trigger.” She soiled herself; her language regressed. “Subsequently she exhibited 
catatonic symptoms (grimacing, salivating, and persisting in fixed gestures, often rolling 
her eyes outwards and pulling one corner of her mouth inwards).” 

Case 2 was “totally normal into the third year of life,” when he became psychotic, talked 
gibberish, and didn’t recognize his parents. He grimaced and developed tic-like 
movements. 

Case 3 is the four-year-old “boy who was examined by Professor Weygandt in Vienna.”  

Case 4, a boy whose “speech disappeared but for a few words.” He grimaced and played 
with his fingers. 

Case 5, was intensely restless, picking up anything on a table, putting it back or throwing 
it. He had no language but uttered intermittent meaningless sounds. 

Case 6, from Turkey, regressed in his fourth year with “irritability and aversion to any 
activity,” anger, sudden agitation, loss of language. “There is no spontaneity. The boy 
requires constant observation. If he is alone, he makes windmilling movements with the 
upper part of his body. He swings and spins his arms and hands. His sleep is sufficient and 
uninterrupted now.”



The symptoms of dementia infantilis

1. Normal mental and physical development during the first years of life;

2. Onset of the illness between the third and fourth years of life;

3. Psychic and intellectual changes demonstrated by ineffectiveness of 
educational and recreational…influences; marked restlessness, excited 
and occasionally anxious behavior, increasing dementia;

4. Appearance of speech disorders in the beginning and during the course 
of the illness;

5. Maintenance of motor functions and complete lack of focal symptoms 
from the central nervous system;

6. Final complete idiotic regression;

7. Non-imbecile facial expression and looks 



What about childhood schizophrenia?

• Rare
– “The rarity of psychoses in children is especially commented on prior to 

1914. In this year, Rhein published a paper in which he had collected 44 
cases under 16 years of age from the literature. But of these only 2 were 
under 15 among 5,000 consecutive hospital admissions.” Lay, 1938

• Regressive
– “Psychodynamically, regression is a characteristic of schizophrenia in 

children as well as adults.” Potter, 1932

• Do they even exist?
– “Parergastic [psychotic] reactions are very infrequently seen to develop 

before the age of puberty. But such cases undoubtedly exist…In 
extremely rare instances [Ziehen] could trace the development of 
typical schizophrenia back to the seventh year of life.” Kanner, 1935



Absence of Evidence

Other places we went searching for Gulliver

1. Intellectually disabled populations
• idiots 

• imbeciles 

• Aments

• mentally retarded

2. Insane populations

3. General doctors’ records of large, typical populations



Observers of the intellectually disabled

John Haydon Langdon Down,
On Some of the Mental 
Affections of Childhood and 
Youth, 1887

Samuel Gridley Howe, 
Report Made to the 
Legislature of 
Massachusetts, Upon Idiocy , 
1848



Ireland’s taxonomy of “idiots”

1. Genetous idiocy
2. Microcephalic idiocy
3. Hydrocephaic idiocy
4. Eclampsic idiocy
5. Epileptic idiocy
6. Paralytic idiocy
7. Traumatic idiocy
8. Inflammatory idiocy (the result of encephalitis)
9. Sclerotic idiocy
10. Syphilitic idiocy
11. Cretinism
12. Idiocy by deprivation



Observers of the insane

John Haslam,
Observations on 
Madness and 
Melancholy, 
1809

Henry Maudsley
The Physiology and 
Pathology of the 
Mind, 
1867

Jean-Etienne 
Esquirol,
Mental Maladies—
a Treatise on 
Insanity, 
1845



Esquirol on insanity in young children

“Infancy is secure from insanity, unless at birth, the 
child suffers from some vice of conformation or 
convulsions, which occasion imbecility or idiocy.

“However, Joseph Frank found in 1802…a child who 
had been a maniac from the age of two years.”

– Mental Maladies—a Treatise on Insanity, 1845



Haslam’s insane children

Case 1
• “In the month of March 1799 a female child three and a quarter years 

old was brought in. At 2 ½ she was inoculated for smallpox. Severe 
convulsions ushered in the disease, and a delirium continued during its 
course.

• “From the termination of the small-pox to the above date (nine 
months), the child continued in an insane state.” 

• Previously able to “articulate many words,” she lost language, became 
violent, and would “rake out the fire with her fingers” despite getting 
burned. She would “bite, or express her anger by kicking or striking,” 
and tried to run away.

Case 2
• “A boy nearly 7 years of age was admitted into the hospital June 8, 

1799. When a year-old he suffered much with the measles and 
afterward had a mild kind of inoculated smallpox.” 

• He became uncontrollable. Seen again at 15, he could whistle melodies 
but not answer questions, and had a fixation on toy soldiers Haslam.



General patient populations

Richard Napier: 1600
“The most striking feature of the distribution of 
ages among Napier’s patients, both the physically ill 
and the mentally distressed, is the rarity of children 
among them. Disturbed children were strikingly 
rare among his clients.” 

 Michael Macdonald, Mystical Bedlam: 
Madness, Anxiety, and Healing in 
Seventeenth Century England, 1981

William Howship Dickinson: 1869-82
“Three volumes of Dickinson’s handwritten case 
notes have been bound….The collection of 
unnumbered pages described 398 children with a 
wide variety of symptoms affecting neurological 
function.”

 Mitzi Waltz and Paul Shattock, “Autistic 
disorder in nineteenth-century London –
Three case reports,” 2004



Evidence of Absence

“In some circumstances it can be safely assumed 
that if a certain event had occurred, evidence of 
it could be discovered by qualified investigators. 
In such circumstances it is perfectly reasonable 
to take the absence of proof of its occurrence as 
positive proof of its non-occurrence.”

— Copi, Introduction to Logic (1953), 



Extreme language impairment

Onset before 30 or 36 months
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Can we find Gulliver in children born before 1930?



Where we looked and what we found
• Silberman’s sources in NeuroTribes

– most from Shorter and Wachtel review 2013
• Donvan and Zucker’s sources

– Samuel Gridley Howe, 1848
• Leo Kanner’s articles and textbooks. 

– Child Psychiatry 1935 First Edition, 1967, Third Edition
– “Autistic disturbances of affective contact,” 1943 

• R.A.Q. Lay, “Schizophrenia-like psychoses in young children.” 1938
• The Age of Autism in which we collected a number of case reports

– Bernie Rimland’s 1964 book Infantile Autism. 
• Other prominent observers. 

– Lorna Wing
– Arn Van Krevelen

29 studies, with 91 case reports of children, born from 1890-1950



Our hypothesis: The Empty Quadrant
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Any true autism cases in the “empty quadrant”?
Child 
YOB

Description Notable elements of the description

Otto 
1923

Lutz, 1937
150 words

First suspected symptoms in the 2nd year of life (peculiarities in the use 
of language)….defiance phase. Grimacing,… Insidious start of the 
psychosis. Starts school at 6 years. A form of phonographism: 
reproduced everything he heard at school

“Girl”
1920

Jancke, 1929
500 words

“At 1 year 8 months the parents noticed that her state was not quite 
normal…The facial musculature displays grimacing twitches, the child 
grinds the teeth, babbles, hums, and utters individual screams.”

Hellmuth 
1927

Asperger, 1944
< 2 pages

“severe asphyxia at birth and was resuscitated at length. Soon after his 
birth he had convulsions, which recurred twice within the next few days 
but have not since…microcephalic.”

Jane 
1917

Darr & Worden, 1951 
12 pages

“[She] was sent to live with a series of four companions… traveling or 
living in city apartments with them….able to take care of her own 
personal needs…could come and go alone about the city… continued 
taking piano and voice lessons, attended concerts frequently, enjoyed 
movies, dancing and entertaining with her companions in her 
apartment.”

Don
1911

Witmer, 1919-22 
15 pages

“the etiology is uncertain, something like hydrocephaly was suspected 
but rejected as the explanatory cause…I incline to believe it was only 
the shock of an attack of whooping cough.” 

“P” 
1919

Tramer, 1934-5
5 articles

“Because of diarrhea he has to take a grayish powder [at 11 months].” 

The “start of the illness falls…into the 2nd year of life.” 











Very few states show evidence of diagnostic substitution

Group A states (31)
Autism rise >> ID decline

Group B states (13)
ID decline >> autism rise

Group c states (7)
Autism rise ~ ID decline

1. California 2. Texas 4. Florida

3. New York 6. Pennsylvania 7. Ohio 5. Illinois

9. Michigan 11. New Jersey 8. Georgia 10. N Carolina

12. Virginia 13. Washington

14. Massachusetts 15. Arizona

17. Tennessee 18. Missouri 16. Indiana

19. Maryland 20. Wisconsin

21. Minnesota 22. Colorado 23. Alabama 24. S Carolina

27. Oregon 29. Connecticut 26. Kentucky 28. Oklahoma

Smaller states: MS, NV, NM, ID, ME, 
NH, RI, MT, SD, AK, VT, WY

Smaller states: IA, AR, KS, NE, 
WV

Smaller states: HI, DE, ND, 
DC



Most populous states (>25%) show clear 
absence of diagnostic substitution for ID



The CDC’s Atlanta surveys show no substitution 
between autism and intellectual disability
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A SAMPLING OF THE DUMBEST DENIAL ARGUMENTS

• “The Geek Effect”



GEEKS GET LUCKY?
People with autism are usually male, and these men would 
traditionally have not competed well in the competition for 
mates, as appearing socially odd might have either put off 
prospective females from choosing them, or put off 
prospective parents-in-law from arranging such a marriage for 
their daughters....[but] then two massive changes hit the 
planet: the airplane and the computer.

Dr. Simon Baron-Cohen "Have the 
airplane and the computer changed the 
architecture of the mind? And is that why 
autism is on the increase?“, The World 
Question Center 1/17/02

The airplane has allowed unprecedented opportunities for 
changing your culture....So someone with autism might find it 
far easier to be accepted, even by the opposite sex, when they 
are abroad, compared to when they are in their native 
country...
The computer has penetrated every work-place. In just 50 
short years,there is now no office in the developed world 
where computers are not essential, and we need those people 
with the cool, razor-sharp logic to fix them, reconfigure them, 
develop them, adapt them, program them.

Computer-scientists, irrespective of their social skills, 
could now hop on a plane and find a job, get rich, and 
have something to offer a girl: social status, a salary, a 
niche in which they fit, and even be accepted as normal 
for a foreigner.



A SAMPLING OF THE DUMBEST DENIAL ARGUMENTS

• The Geek Effect

• If you build it they will come

• Rain Man made autism famous

• I’m a little bit “on the spectrum”

• DSM IV had a typo



The dynamics of denial

It is very hard to learn from very big mistakes.

—Karl Popper, "The Poverty of Historicism



Cui bono?
Profit web for the vaccine industry: 2015
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Drug Ads on the Network Evening News

Total for the week of 
1/9/17

NBC

Total, excluding own show promotion 90

Prescription drugs 18

OTC 19

% drug ads 41.1%

ABC

Total, excluding own show promotion 85

Prescription drugs 23

OTC 19

% drug ads 49.4%

CBS

Total, excluding own show promotion 86

Prescription drugs 22

OTC 13

% drug ads 40.7%

All 3 networks

Total, excluding own show promotion 261

Prescription drugs 63

OTC 51

% drug ads 43.7%



The tsunami of autistic adults is just starting to hit the 
Social Security disability services system

50,000

500,000

5,000,000

2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045

Autistic 
disorder

Intellectual 
disability , ~1.5 
million adults

~5 million US adults 
with autism by 2040

Beneficiaries, 
aged 18-64

current projected




