


chapter four

THE AUTISM EPIDEMIC

T EFORE 1980, AUTISM WAS RARE. PREVALENCE STUDIES DONE BEFORE
L) then consistently estimated the rate to be 2-5 per 10,000 people.’??
Most general practitioners and pediatricians went through their entire
careers without ever seeing a case. If mentioned at all in medical school,
it was relegated to part of a lecture on “rare but interesting” psychiatric
disorders. In 1958 Kanner wrote, “The fact that an average of not more
than eight patients per year [over twenty years] could be diagnosed with
reasonable assurance as autistic in a center serving as a sort of a diagnos-

tic clearinghouse, speaks for the infrequency of the disease, especially
if one considers that they recruit themselves from all over the North
American continent.™

Arn Van Krevelen, the first child psychiatrist in Europe to publish
a case of infantile autism (and hence their one and only resident expert
at the time), admitted that he’d begun to doubt the existence of autism
because there was no mention of it in the European literature for nearly
a decade following Kanner’s paper. When he finally did encounter an
autistic child, he said she was “...as much like those described by Kan-
ner as one raindrop is like another.” In the decade following the pub-
lication of his paper, Van Krevelen, the expert for an entire continent,
saw only ten more cases.’




