
 

A Brief History of Autism 

 

 

Early Descriptions (Before 1900s) 

The concept of autism has existed for centuries, though it was not well understood. Some historical 

accounts suggest that individuals with autism-like traits were often mislabeled as "eccentric" or 

"mentally ill" (Silberman, 2015). 

The First Use of "Autism" (Early 1900s) 

• In 1911, Eugen Bleuler, a Swiss psychiatrist, first used the term "autism" to describe a symptom 

of schizophrenia. The word "autism" comes from the Greek word "autos", meaning "self", as it 

described individuals who appeared to be withdrawn into their own world (Bleuler, 1911). 

Leo Kanner and the Discovery of Autism (1943) 

• In 1943, Dr. Leo Kanner, an Austrian-American psychiatrist, published a groundbreaking paper 

titled "Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact" (Kanner, 1943). 

• He described 11 children who exhibited difficulties in social interactions, communication 

challenges, and repetitive behaviors. 

• Kanner distinguished autism from schizophrenia, emphasizing that it was a unique 

developmental disorder present from early childhood rather than a form of psychosis. 

Hans Asperger and Asperger’s Syndrome (1944) 

• Around the same time, Dr. Hans Asperger, an Austrian pediatrician, described a group of 

children who displayed social difficulties, restricted interests, and advanced verbal abilities, 

but without significant language delays (Asperger, 1944). 

• This condition later became known as Asperger’s Syndrome, which was considered a milder 

form of autism. 

Autism as a Developmental Disorder (1960s - 1970s) 

• During the 1960s, researchers began to differentiate autism from intellectual disabilities and 

schizophrenia (Rimland, 1964). 

• Psychologists such as Bernard Rimland argued that autism was neurological and not caused by 

poor parenting, contradicting the outdated "refrigerator mother" theory (Rimland, 1964). 

• The first behavior-based therapies, including Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), were developed 

by Ivar Lovaas in the 1960s and 1970s to help children with autism improve communication and 

daily living skills (Lovaas, 1987). 



Autism in the DSM and Growing Awareness (1980s - 1990s) 

• In 1980, autism was officially recognized as a separate diagnosis in the DSM-III (Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) (American Psychiatric Association, 1980). 

• The 1990s saw a significant increase in autism awareness, research, and advocacy (Volkmar & 

Klin, 2005). 

• In 1994, Asperger’s Syndrome was officially included in the DSM-IV, distinguishing it from classic 

autism (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). 

Modern Understanding of Autism (2000s - Present) 

• In 2013, the DSM-5 reclassified autism-related conditions under a single diagnosis called Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD), removing Asperger’s Syndrome as a separate category (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

• Today, autism is recognized as a spectrum disorder, meaning that it affects individuals 

differently, ranging from mild to severe. 

• Advances in genetics, neuroscience, and early intervention therapies, such as ABA therapy, have 

significantly improved the understanding and support available for individuals with autism (Lord 

et al., 2020). 

Current Autism Awareness and Advocacy 

• Autism awareness has grown worldwide, with organizations like Autism Speaks, the Autism 

Society, and the National Autistic Society advocating for better research, services, and rights for 

autistic individuals (Autism Speaks, 2021). 

• Countries have implemented policies to support early diagnosis, intervention, and inclusive 

education. 

• Efforts continue to promote neurodiversity, recognizing the strengths and unique abilities of 

autistic individuals (Silberman, 2015). 
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