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Autism, the current pathological trend in psychiatry
Humberto Nicolini1

In the past decade, autistic spectrum disorders (ASD) have received great attention from 
society, as well as funding for biomedical research. This has been reflected in the sig-
nificant increase in scientific publications on the subject. It should be noted that in 2000 
there were only approximately 500 publications in PubMed whereas there are currently 
over 40,000. Accordingly, autism has become one of the most representative conditions 
in neuroscientific development in current psychiatry. In recent years, novel results have 
been obtained in the identification of autism genes through various methodologies such as 
cytogenetic studies, allelic association, genome and exome screening, and epigenetics. The 
genetic architecture of autism is complex since hundreds of genes interact in its etiology, 
producing different effects on the phenotype. Despite progress in both the clinical aspect 
and research on animal models, it is not easy to establish a diagnosis in everyday clinical 
practice, except for certain causes of syndromic autism secondary to fragile-X syndrome 
or Rett syndrome, among other variants which it is already possible to diagnose (Muhle, 
Reed, Stratigos, & Veenstra-VanderWeele, 2018). However, it is important to point out that 
this will not make a difference for the treatment, since there are no therapeutic recommen-
dations based on the genotype. It should be noted that these mutations only account for a 
very low proportion of the total number of cases, and that unfortunately, in Mexico, there 
are no molecular epidemiology data. The accuracy of a genetic diagnosis may in some 
cases relieve relatives’ uncertainty.

From the immunological perspective, active neuroinflammation with an increase in 
proinflammatory cytokines has been described, in both serum and the cerebrospinal flu-
id, which alters immuno-cellular functions (Onore, Careaga, & Ashwood, 2012). In the 
Central Nervous System, microglia have an immunological component whose function is 
affected in patients with autism (Salter & Stevens, 2017). However, it is unclear whether 
these alterations are the result of the aberrant changes undergone by a brain with autism 
(for example, in reaction to prenatal infections) (Lombardo et al., 2018), or whether they 
are contributory factors to this condition.

The study of affiliative behaviors has been the subject of considerable research work 
involving the vasopressin and oxytocin systems, resulting in the publication of several 
clinical trials (Anagnostou et al., 2012). Hormonal factors, specifically prenatal exposure 
to androgens, are being studied under the hypothesis that autism is the result of a hy-
per-masculinized brain that produces alterations in neuronal interconnectivity (Zeestraten 
et al., 2017).

Likewise, interesting theories on autism have emerged from a cognitive approach. For 
example, the “Theory of Mind” (which consists of understanding mental states in oneself 
and others) was applied to autism for the first time in 1985 and is currently key to un-
derstanding social communication (Baron-Cohen, Leslie, & Frith, 1985). In this respect, 
various brain regions that participate in social perception and cognition, such as the medial 
prefrontal cortex, the temporo-parietal junction, the amygdale, and the fusiform gyrus, 
show hypo-functional activity in patients with autism (Philip et al., 2012).

At the same time, brain imaging and neurophysiology studies can predict the diag-
nosis of autism by recording evoked potentials using a specific paradigm (when children 
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observe different faces) (Elsabbagh et al., 2015). The use of 
other techniques, such as white matter tractography and the 
analysis of its organization, has made it possible to predict 
the disease during the development of children between the 
ages of six and 24 months at risk of autism (Emerson et al., 
2017).

Another cognitive theory is based on the discovery of 
mirror neurons (activated when a person observes someone 
else perform an action, as if, in their brain, they are pre-
pared to imitate and experience the same feeling), and it is 
thought that in patients with autism, these neurons function 
inadequately (Hamilton et al., 2013). Some research work 
indicates that executive functions are those that are most 
severely affected in autism and that there are difficulties in 
processing information, as well as an abnormal pattern in 
brain connectivity with low, long-range interconnectivity 
from anterior to posterior regions. The prefrontal cortex and 
anterior cingulate constitute the critical node of disconnec-
tion underlying social difficulties in autism (Ajram et al., 
2017).

The effect of non-genetic factors or those attributable 
to the environment in the causality of autism has been de-
scribed in detail. Advanced paternal age is a consistent risk 
factor in many countries, which may suggest mutations in 
germ cells (Sandin et al., 2016). Chemical agents, medica-
tion, complications during pregnancy, and adverse factors 
during pregnancy have also been associated with autism 
(Gardener, Spiegelman, & Buka, 2011). On the other hand, 
there is no evidence that the use of vaccines or antidepres-
sants during gestation is a risk factor (DeStefano, Price, & 
Weintraub, 2013; Brown, Hussain-Shamsy, Lunsky, Den-
nis, & Vigod, 2017).

It is striking that autism does not carry the same burden 
of stigma as other mental illnesses such as schizophrenia or 
addictive disorders. I would venture to say that some people 
have even enjoyed receiving a diagnosis related to the au-
tistic spectrum rather than another less fashionable mental 
illness. For this reason, there is some confusion in the social 
desire to belong to this group (ASD), which has resulted in 
cases such as Mexico, where legislators have suggested that 
autism is a choice (Diario Oficial de la Federación, 2015), 
meaning that it is considered a condition rather than an ill-
ness.

Recently, Baron-Cohen (2018), the author of the The-
ory of Mind, published a key article for the understanding 
of autism, in which he states that Hans Asperger colluded 
with the Nazis, and therefore that his name should not be 
honored with this condition.

At the same time, several academic and civil society 
associations have promoted the research and awareness of 
this disease. This is the case of AutismSpeaks, which has 
made significant contributions to the genetics of autism, 
and ICARE4Autism, led by doctor Joshua Wienstein, who 
visited Mexico in February 2017. The goals of these groups 

include increasing the visibility of these disorders among 
health authorities and society. Doctor María Elena Medi-
na-Mora, Director of the Instituto Nacional de Psiquiatría 
Ramón de la Fuente Muñiz, has coordinated research ac-
tivities and the training of professionals in autism care, as 
well as the dissemination of the actions of ICARE4Autism 
among the Mexican psychiatric community.

In September 2017, a psychiatric genetics congress was 
held at the Instituto Nacional de Medicina Genómica, where 
a symposium on recent advances in the topic of autism was 
presented, with the participation of doctor Thomas Schulz-
te, president of the International Society of Psychiatric 
Genetics. The Consorcio Mexicano del Autismo has been 
formalized, with the collaboration of five groups of profes-
sionals interested in researching various aspects of autism. 
Lastly, in March 2018, an agreement was established with 
other groups from Latin America, such as Colombia, Costa 
Rica and Panama, to create an autism network to collabo-
rate and exchange knowledge with other Spanish-speaking 
countries.
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