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Abstract: Three complementary points to Jaswal & Akhtar are raised: (1) As a person with 

autism, I desire sociality despite vulnerability to others’ antisocial behaviour; (2) Asperger’s 

conflation of autism with psychopathy (Czech 2018) likely caused clinicians to disregard 

social motivation among those with autism; and (3) adverse experiences cause social-

engagement diversity to develop in all people, not just those on the spectrum. 

 

We strongly endorse Jaswal & Akhtar’s (J&A’s) suggestion that it is empirically and 

ethically unwise to minimise the existence of social motivation among individuals on the 

autism spectrum. Further, we are pleased that J&A encouraged the sharing of qualitative 

accounts from people on the spectrum. Our commentary raises three points we believe the 

target article authors and field more generally will welcome. First, the communicating author 

of this commentary is autistic and would like to share his desires to be social despite its 

perceived costs (e.g., feelings of vulnerability from others’ antisocial behaviour). Second, 
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Hans Asperger’s dark legacy of what he labelled “autistic psychopathy” due to non-

conformity to Nazi ideology (Czech 2018) may have caused some theoreticians, therapists, or 

laypeople to disregard social motivation among people on the autism spectrum by conflating 

autism with psychopathy (e.g., lack of social conscience). Indeed, some researchers still 

dangerously conflate autism with psychopathy (Boka & Leibman 2015) despite evidence to 

the contrary. It is important to note that autistic and psychopathic-like traits are uncorrelated 

in the general population and share non-overlapping variance with empathetic responses. 

Third, our proposed commentary will point out that epigenetic changes over the course of 

socially adverse life experiences are likely responsible for social-engagement diversity 

among all people, not just those on spectrum. We propose that different life pathways 

contribute to epigenetic differences underlying the social aversion continuum. 

 

The first author, despite being autistic, has long been interested in human kindness and how 

more altruistic individuals can be vulnerable to deceit by psychopathic individuals. This 

special interest stems from his difficulty in accurately reading others’ facial expressions and 

ultimately their intentions. Unlike his late father, a police officer who distrusted most people, 

he opted to trust others, despite the costs of exploitation. Interestingly, even though there is 

evidence that people on the autism spectrum are vulnerable to bullying and antisocial actions 

of others (Roekel et al. 2009), there continues to be a misleading conflation between autism 

and antisocial traits, such as psychopathy (Boka & Leibman 2015). Qualitative analyses show 

that conflating autism with criminal behaviour is rampant in the media, potentially biasing 

judicial perceptions (Berryessa 2014). However, empirical work is clear that affective 

empathy or indeed altruistic helping is not necessarily reduced among people on the autism 

spectrum (Bethlehem et al. 2016; Dziobek et al. 2008). Furthermore, Lockwood et al. (2013) 
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have shown in a community sample that psychopathy predicts cognitive, but not emotional, 

empathy. However, the opposite pattern was found for people on the autism spectrum. 

Likewise, in a non-clinical sample, we have found that scores on the dark triad (i.e., a 

constellation of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy; see Jones & Paulhus 2013) 

and autistic-like traits, as measured by the Autism Spectrum Quotient, AQ-10 (Allison, 

Auyeung & Baron-Cohen 2012) are orthogonal: r (159) = .06, p =.43, despite being 

statistically significant negative predictors of emotional empathy using Batson and Ahmad’s 

(2001) empathy induction task (Fig. 1). 

[COMP: INSERT FIGURE 1 (Brown) with Fig. 1 Caption HERE] 
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Figure 1. Partial regression plots from significant multiple regression model (adjusted R2 = 

.08, F (2,158) = 8.26, p < 0.01) demonstrating the independent negative partial associations 

(while other predictor – dark triad or autism spectrum quotient) was held constant (all 

variables are residuals). 

Interestingly, we also found that narcissism and autistic-like traits were negatively correlated: 

r (159) = −.26, p <.01. The pattern of findings is consistent with J&A. Specifically, people 
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with autistic-like traits can be prosocial (Bethlehem et al. 2016), and psychopathy or socially 

aversive traits such as increased scores on the dark triad do not characterise people on the 

autism spectrum. 

 

Researchers and laypersons alike may ask “why is there social-engagement diversity among 

those on the autism spectrum?” This is a reasonable question, as just like all people, some on 

the autism spectrum may be fearful or avoid social interactions. The reason for social 

motivation diversity is likely due to experiences during development changing the 

epigenome. Epigenetics is defined as “above the genome” and constitutes molecular marks 

placed on DNA modulating gene expression and transmitted cross-generationally without 

changing the underlying DNA sequence (Brown 2015). Epigenetic regulation is a fine-

grained barometer of stress and a diversity of epigenetic mechanisms have been linked to 

autism (Eshraghi et al. 2018). Importantly, however, unlike the genome, the epigenome is 

more amiable to change. Our argument is that autistic people are not more vulnerable to the 

epigenetic effects of stress than non-autistic people. Specifically, all stress (including social 

stress) reconfigures epigenomes (Bernal et al. 2013; Park et al. 2017; Swartz, et al. 2017) 

causing social aversions among all people, not just those on the autism spectrum. 

 

So rather than lack of social motivation being a defining characteristic of someone with 

autism, lack of social motivation should be viewed as an individual difference variable 

caused by adaptive responses to lived experiences. Negative social experiences can cause 

withdrawal in all people. For example, some social reactions to those on the spectrum could 

cause distress to people with autism. Positive reactions to autistic behaviours can help 

facilitate well-being. Research has demonstrated that the act of stimming within play and 
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embracement of cognition typical of autistic individuals are critical components of 

socialisation and friendship for autistic children (Conn 2015). Interventions designed to 

shame people with autism who engage in stimming has clearly caused harm (for moving 

personal accounts, see Brown 2012; Kelley 2014; “Why I left ABA,” 2015). Therefore, the 

quashing of what seems to be a critical social and coping skill for autistic individuals in their 

formative years could impede their social motivation. 

 

In conclusion, we agree with J&A that lack of social motivation is not a defining 

characteristic of people on the autism spectrum. Furthermore, our commentary suggests 

social interest heterogeneity among people on the spectrum may reflect their lived 

experiences in the social realm as opposed to their underlying condition. We argue that in 

some cases of social stress, all people, regardless of their placement on an autism spectrum 

may become distrustful of others. 
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