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!is book looks at possible ways of linking 
two very di"erent sets of experiences 
– autism and blindness; its title implies 
an uncertainty of how or even whether 
we should consider such links: we are 
encouraged to enter the material with 
an open mind, rather than with speci#c 
questions to be answered, or an argument 
to be persuaded of or disputed. 

“Elly was not blind……..it was only gradually 
that we began to think about how much she 
did not seem to see” (Park 1967)

!e value of a many-voiced collection of 
papers is o$en that of looking at one set of 
phenomena from a variety of perspectives. 
Here, however, Linda Pring takes two sets 
of phenomena, and brings together a range 
of perspectives on the process of relating the 
two. !e wider question of how and why 
we make links in order to try to understand 
experience – an aspect of the practice of 
psychotherapy – will make this interesting 
to a broader readership, as well as those 
with a speci#c interest as researchers, 
practitioners with or personal experience 
of people with autism, visual impairment 
or both.

Earlier writers have re%ected on aspects 
of linking, for example Clara Park (quoted 
above) described her experience as parent 

of an autistic child. Selma Fraiberg in her 
clinical work and infant observation of 
blind children from 1959 onwards, referred 
to behaviour which she found strikingly 
similar to that observed in sighted autistic 
children (Fraiberg 1964)

Linda Pring is Professor of Psychology 
at Goldsmith’s College, London with over 
twenty years research experience in child 
development including work with blind 
children and autistic children. She became 
aware of a growing debate in research, 
education and clinical practice about 
connections between autism and blindness 
which had not yet been voiced in one 
forum; this led her to invite a number of 
leading practitioners to contribute to this 
present book. 

Pring’s stated objective is to summarise 
and interpret current research, the primary 
focus being social-cognitive development. 
Four chapters are written by research 
psychologists in child development: Susan 
Leekam & Shirley Wyver, Miguel Perez-
Pereira & Gina Conti-Ramsden, Vicky 
Lewis & Glyn Collis, and Linda Pring & 
Valerie Tadic. Contributors from other 
disciplines comprise: R.Peter Hobson 
(Tavistock Professor of Developmental 
Psychopathology and a psychoanalyst); 
Naomi Dale (consultant clinical psychologist 
at Gt.Ormond St.Hospital); Rita Jordan 
and Ros Gibbons, educationalists and 
teachers of children with autism and visual 
impairment respectively. !e concluding 
re%ections are written by Helen Tager-
Flusberg (Professor of Anatomy and 
Neurology, Boston University)

Blindness, in the context of this 
book, includes profound or severe visual 
impairment or total lack of sight, as a 
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result of congenital conditions rather than 
acquired loss of sight. ‘Pring writes that ‘we 
have all come across blindness and for the 
most part think of it as a sensory-perceptual 
loss for which the remaining functional 
sensory channels like hearing or touch 
can provide some compensation. However 
in the case of autism the impairments in 
communication, in social understanding and 
imagination, as well as in the ritualistic and 
obsessional behaviours seem to be features of 
a developmental disorder than cannot easily 
be compensated for.’(p.50)

Autism and autistic spectrum disorders 
(ASD) are elusive to de#ne. Pring describes 
the current understanding of autism as ‘a 
neurodevelopmental condition sensitive 
to genetic and other organic disruptions 
in!uencing brain development (p.1). 
Hobbs refers to autism as a syndrome, a 
constellation of clinical features (p.21), 
while Jordan warns of not viewing autistic 
spectrum disorders (ASD) as a collection of 
behaviours or symptoms, but as a diagnosis 
based also on developmental history and 
observation in at least two environments 
(p.145). Pring contrasts the di"erent 
approaches to research in the areas of 
autism and blindness; a theme explored 
also by Lewis & Collis, who point out that 
literature on the psychology of autism 
predominantly seeks the nature of the 
disability which produces the behaviours 
which characterise the condition (p.138), 
while research with blind children tends 
to take lack of vision as given and seeks to 
understand the consequences. 

My interest in this book comes from my 
clinical work with families of children with 
special needs, of whom a large proportion 
are children with diagnosed autistic 
spectrum disorder; parents struggle with the 
emotional impact on them of their child’s 
autism and search for ways of linking with 
their child’s experience in order to build a 
relationship and also to try to contain their 
child’s di&culties. I found several ideas 
which thread through the chapters were 

particularly helpful in seeking these links 
with the child’s possible experience, and I 
outline some of these below.

‘!eory of mind’ is one such thread: 
it refers to the ‘everyday’ ability to 
understand people’s beliefs, thoughts and 
desires in order to explain and predict their 
behaviour, including the ability to infer 
true and false beliefs in oneself and others, 
and through this to develop abilities to 
converse and interact with others (p.51). 
Hobson explores the possible mechanisms 
of ‘theory of mind’ and contends that it is 
the impaired ability to relate to others that 
leads, in autistic children, to de#cits in 
‘theory of mind’ (p.22). Other contributors, 
in particular Perez-Pereira and Conti-
Ramsden, debate on whether such theories 
are valid in thinking about blind children 
– for example the impact of being unable to 
see the expression of emotional attitudes of 
other people (p.100).

‘Sensory integration’ is key concept 
explored for example by Leekam and 
Wyver, who look at how children with 
autism compare with blind children in 
their capacity to integrate their perceptions, 
and summarise both clinical studies and 
impressions of parents. !ey suggest that 
children with autism have low-level sensory 
di&culties that resemble the di&culties of 
deaf-blind children (i.e. that more than one 
sense is a"ected) and that their problems lie 
not at the level of sensory receptors but with 
processing the information at a cognitive 
level (p.35)

Lewis and Collis explore the processes 
of designing research and interpreting 
the data and point out that de#nitions of 
disability tend to emphasize ‘restriction’ 
or ‘lack of ability’ and this can be re%ected 
in how ‘negative #ndings’ are interpreted. 
For example it would be dangerous to 
conclude that blind children cannot play 
symbolically (a behaviour seen as autistic) 
just because they do not do so in situations 
in which typically developing children do 
play symbolically (p.132)
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!e impact of severe visual impairment 
on mother-infant interaction and the 
child’s early development is explored by 
Naomi Dale (p.74) who points to the 
recommendations made by various clinical 
teams (Fraiberg 1977) for early intervention 
on a preventative level. Great Ormond Street 
Hospital continues such a programme, 
which includes work with parents to 
build skills to enhance and develop an 
emotionally rewarding relationship with 
their baby (P.75).

!e conclusion of the book is that there 
cannot yet be clear conclusions – while 
similar behaviour patterns are observed 
among blind and autistic children, Helen 
Tager-Flusberg points out that we are still 
developing models to understand these, and 
what they may reveal about the underlying 
mechanisms of social, communicative and 
behavioural abilities (p.186).

!e range of ideas encompassed by Pring 
is stimulating; I would have welcomed more 
clinical material and individual descriptions 
to bring the ideas to life – it would useful to 
read this book in conjunction with some of 
the more subjective works on the experience 
of autism and blindness.
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John Woods’s book introduces us to 
di&cult material in an accessible and 
thoughtful way. Psychotherapists who do 
not have a forensic background could be 
easily discouraged by the subject matter 
but I felt the author carefully placed the 
case material between the theoretical and 
practical issues for workers in this #eld in a 
way which makes it easier to take in.

On reading this book I felt that the 
practice of working with sexual abusers has 
come a long way since 1980’s, when I was 
very interested in this area. Some parts of 
psychotherapy world has taken on board 
the notion of child sexual abuse and it has 
modi#ed its approach in order to work with 
abusers both adult and younger abusers, 
although there is still much to be done.

Boys Who Have Abused is supported by 
a foreword by Arnon Bentovim and a #nal 
chapter, Re%ections on the Supervision of 
Psychotherapy with Young Abused/Abusers 
by Anne Alvarez. In Bentovim’s words 

‘"e book ranges widely, describing long-term 
work with individuals which demonstrates 
the unfolding of the processes associated 
with abusive behaviour. Change achieved 
both through the committed relationship 
o#ered by the psychotherapist, and the range 
of understanding through appreciation 
of transference and countertransference 
responses, and the support of supervision 
to de-construct the way family contexts 
associated with abuse may re-enact within 
the therapeutic situation.’

And 


