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Autistics, Savants, and Psi:
A Radical Theory of Mind
W

e can only infer the existence of a mind in someone else,
but never prove it. We can’t realize that people around
us have minds until we realize we have one, and it isn’t
until sometime between the ages of three and five that we grasp
that other’s thoughts and beliefs about reality can differ from
ours, and from the truth. This understanding is called a “theory of mind” (ToM). Some children don’t engage in behaviors
associated with any ToM, such as pointing to get someone’s
attention to look at something. They appear to be in a world
of their own, which is why the Austrian American psychiatrist
Leo Kanner named their condition autism, from “autos,” the
Greek word for “self.” Their inner life remained inaccessible
until fairly recently. Because early conclusions about autism
were speculative, many were wrong.
Autism is a syndrome, rather than a disease, which means
it is a cluster of symptoms without a unifying causative agent.
This diagnosis didn’t exist prior to World War II, but now
it is difficult to find someone who hasn’t heard of it. Autism
was still relatively rare in 1987, when I spent six months at the
Institute of Psychiatry in London with Sir Michael Rutter to
evaluate children with autism and other developmental disorders. My first consult was an African family from a country
in the British Commonwealth. They had come to us as a last
resort because their three-and-a-half-year-old son didn’t speak.
They had tried everything else within their means, including a
ceremony where a shaman inserted a peeping baby chick into
the boy’s mouth.
Not all mute children are autistic. This boy was, making it
hard to deliver the news. There was a very grim view of autism
at the time, and little we could offer in the way of treatment.
Autistic children were thought to have little or no interest in
people. They make little eye contact, and appear to be much
more fascinated with objects and numbers than with their family. We now know they can form emotional bonds and that they
avoid looking at us because we can be frighteningly unpredictable to them. We don’t behave the way they do, and they can’t
intuit what we might do. The rest of us make these inferences
all the time. Our ToM is a social lubricant they don’t possess.
The inner world of autistics was a complete mystery until
1992, when Donna Williams published Nobody Nowhere: The
Extraordinary Autobiography of an Autistic Girl. Donna had
sent her diary to a psychiatrist, requesting a diagnosis. I heard
her on NPR shortly after reading this book and stayed in my
car to listen. What intrigued me the most was Donna’s inability to answer the interviewer’s questions, unless she typed her
answers into her computer first. Then she could read them.

Since the 1990s, computers and the media have enabled
many other high functioning autistics to dramatically change
our understanding of autism, like Temple Grandin, best-selling author and professor of Animal Science at Colorado State
University. Some of their stories are heartbreaking, because
of how much these children are misunderstood. Others are
inspirational, because of the power of unconditional love and
perseverance.
Autism is independent of IQ. Autistics are frequently
gifted, but an inability to communicate often causes them
to be labeled “mentally retarded.” Many people mistakenly
assume autistics don’t understand language, when some just
aren’t able to coordinate their facial muscles. Their frustration
leads to many outbursts. They aren’t aloof just because they
don’t look at you. In fact, they are often strongly empathic
and withdraw because they can’t handle the emotional and/
or sensory overload.

Savants

Savant syndrome is the presence of extraordinary cognitive
skills without the usual building blocks underlying them. It
is rare in the general population but occurs in approximately
10% of autistics. Oliver Sacks (1998) investigated two famous
savants, John and Michael, who were identical autistic twins.
They took great pleasure in tossing consecutive six digit prime
numbers back and forth, without consciously deriving them, or
even knowing how to do simple math. Sacks met them in the
1960s and joined their game by looking up tables of primes;
he challenged them to go up to 8, 10, 12, and even 20 digits.
He was only able to verify their accuracy up to 12 digits, the
computing capacity at the time. There is no algorithm for calculating consecutive primes, so this would be remarkable even
if they could do math. The twins said they saw the answers,
which just appeared.
John and Michael could also tell you the day of the week
for any date spanning 80,000 years, as well as the dates Easter
would have fallen on. When a box of matches accidentally
spilled onto the floor, Sacks (1998) heard them spontaneously
say the number “111,” in unison, the exact count. After repeatedly demonstrating their abilities in front of audiences, they
were separated. Their obsession with each other and their number games interfered with the development of real life skills, so
they were forced to live independently “for their own good.”
Their extraordinary abilities disappeared.
Some savant skills resemble “Extra Sensory Perception”
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(ESP) so much as to be virtually
indistinguishable from it. I wondered if ESP could be real, but
there is such strong scientific opposition to it that extraordinary proof
is required. This means f inding
“super-psychics.” If such beings
exist, I predicted they would probably be autistic. So far, it looks like
I may be right.

Bernard R imland (1978) was a
psychologist whose autistic son
inspired him to study over 5,400
other autistic children, 119 of whom
were savants. Four reportedly exhibited ESP, which Rimland listed as a
savant skill. These children routinely
predicted events in advance, especially concerning their caregivers,
and provided specific information
that only these caregivers could have
known (R imland, 1978, Treffert,
1989). These reports were anecdotal
and would never be accepted as evidence, but they suggested I
might be on the right track.
What had led me to look in such an unlikely place? As a
neuroscientist, I look for correlations between states of consciousness, behaviors, and patterns of activity within the brain.
If ESP is real, there should be a brain activity pattern associated
with it. By finding this, one could predict who the “super-psychics” might be. Most psychics refuse to undergo brain imaging, so I approached the question from a different direction.
ESP is reported to occur during the dream state in those who
aren’t otherwise psychic. There are also several psychiatric conditions in which ESP is reported frequently. I reviewed the vast
literature on brain imaging studies of these states and conditions to see what they share in common. Their brain activity
pattern shows a reverse pattern from our usual waking state
in three distinct ways, all of which are pronounced in autism
(Powell 2008):
• When we are awake, our analytical left cerebral
hemisphere is usually dominant. In contrast, autism
is associated with left hemisphere deficits, such as language aberrations. Also many of their savant skills are
associated with the right hemisphere.
• Our brain’s outermost layer, the cortex, maintains a
top-down inhibition when we are awake. When autistics engage in cognitive tasks, their cortex is relatively
quiet compared to neurotypicals, and their deeper
brain structures are less inhibited.
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Superpsychics

• Our frontal lobes focus our attention, and guide our
decision making and planning ahead. They are less
connected to the rest of the brain in autistic children.
Instead, their brains’ dominant activity during tasks is
posterior, especially involving the visual cortex.
Autistic savants have few perceptual biases, because they
are less conceptual. They are very detail-oriented and can perceive subtle changes. If ESP entails separating signals from
background noise, their high sensitivity would be an advantage. Savants can also exhibit high accuracy in their sensory
perception, such as perfect pitch, and are not fooled by optical
illusions. Autistics also aren’t as limited by beliefs about what is
possible, whereas the rest of us experience “change blindness”
and see only what we expect to see.
After stating my hypothesis that savants might be the
most likely to demonstrate ESP, I found many parents and clinicians in the autism community who believe their children
are precognitive and/or clairvoyant, and even more say their
children are telepathic. All but a few have remained silent for
fear of being thought crazy, losing their professional credibility
and job, and/or adding to the perception of autistic children
as “strange.”
These children aren’t supposed to know that the rest of
us have minds. Why would they have the ability, or even the
desire to “read” our minds? Our concept of impaired theory of
mind in autism might be based on false assumptions. Autistics
form bonds with their primary caregivers, and their prolonged
physical dependency makes them highly motivated to develop
an alternative way to communicate their needs.
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In January 2013, I evaluated several savants in India. One
was a six-year-old boy with an encyclopedic knowledge of science, reportedly without having studied. Another was a girl
who always knew exactly how many potato chips her father had
reserved for later. One boy had accurately predicted several of
his teachers’ promotions and transfers. I also learned of a boy
who may have saved a life. He had a history of touching people,
but only if and where they had physical problems. One day he
tapped a woman’s breast. As a result, his psychiatrist recommended she get a mammogram, and it revealed breast cancer.
None of these Indian children could be used for formal
experiments at the time. The most promising of them used
facilitated communication (FC), involving physical touch to
support the autistic child’s movements while they type. That
doesn’t necessarily mean the typed words aren’t their own.
Some learn to type independently, demonstrating intact language skills. Skeptics regard all writings obtained from FC as
tainted—wishful thinking on the part of parents who desperately want to communicate with a child—and are concerned
about unconscious cueing.

Haley

Months later psychiatrist Darold Treffert referred a nine-yearold mute autistic girl nicknamed Hayley for my evaluation.
She is an American child who doesn’t use FC. Hayley communicates by either pointing at letters and numbers on thick
plastic stencils, or typing into a device called a “talker” that
converts text to speech. Hayley’s parents and therapists hadn’t
believed telepathy was real until Hayley exhibited it. They want
to keep their identity hidden to protect Hayley from attention
by the media. Her father is a medical doctor, which is why he
immediately realized how significant this would be to science.
Everything I learned about her indicates a very low likelihood
of fraud.
Hayley’s family initially thought she was a mathematical savant. She could give answers to increasingly complex
problems involving several digit numbers, but she couldn’t do
simple math. One day she typed her answer in an exponential format for the first time. She hadn’t been asked to, but
the therapist’s calculator had just accidentally been switched
to displaying results in that notation. The shocked therapist
asked how she knew. Hayley typed, “I see the numerators and
denominators in your head.”
Hayley then accurately answered questions for her therapist that she shouldn’t have known the answers to, such as her
landlord’s name, “Helmut.” Hayley also could type the exact
words her therapist was thinking to describe pictures hidden
from view. She even typed prose, word-for-word, including
several foreign languages, but only when her therapist knows
or reads it.
In August 2013, Hayley’s family sent me three videos demonstrating telepathy. Filmed with a smartphone by her father
in August 2012, they showed a young woman with a ponytail
(Therapist A), looking at pictures, sentences, and numbers.
A much younger girl in pigtails typed into a device with an
electronic voice, giving answers exactly matching what the

therapist had shown to the camera. These videos were intriguing but scientifically unacceptable. Experimental protocol
requires randomized stimuli, so that answers can be compared
to chance. Also, the therapist was in the same room as Hayley
with no divider between them. Although there didn’t appear
to be any cueing, it cannot be ruled out because these videos
don’t show the entire room.
After learning about Hayley’s “telepathy,” her parents kept
it a secret. They didn’t know how people would react. They let
a few teachers know because they saw potential for Hayley to
fool them into thinking she was learning her subjects when,
like the math, she might be using telepathy to give the answers.
A new therapist (B) was among those who were not told,
but she began to have suspicions. Hayley’s answers were always
correct, and when they weren’t, they were exact replicas of the
therapist’s mistakes. She jokingly tested Hayley’s “telepathy”
by asking her to translate “I love you” into German, a language
the therapist knew and Hayley had never seen. Her jaw dropped
when Hayley typed, “Ich liebe dich.”
Hayley started practicing telepathy with therapists A and
B, taking pride in her ability and squealing with glee when she
heard the “talker” speak the correct answers. Hayley became
so excited during testing, her therapists started touching her
shoulder to calm her down. By 2013, Hayley had become psychologically dependent upon being touched during testing.
This was a problem for research.
My experiments were delayed while Hayley was weaned
from this contact. I also needed the therapists to work with
a divider between Hayley and themselves. Autism makes any
change challenging and, as anticipated, Hayley’s behavior
regressed. There was no way to predict what form it would take.
It could have been anything from soiling her pants to refusing
to enter the room. Instead, she stopped typing her answers.
Therapists have to think on the fly and will try a variety of techniques to get a client back on track. When they returned to her
initial method of communication, Hayley started participating
again. She selected her answers from cut-out letters or numbers
on stencils by pointing to them with a pencil in her right hand,
then typing them with her left.
Another complication arose. Hayley was undergoing intensive speech therapy and began to vocalize some letters, numbers, and simple words. Rather than wait until Hayley and her
therapists could work in separate rooms, my videographer Kent
Romney and I scheduled testing for May 2014. Speech development has been reported to interfere with savant skills, and we
couldn’t take that chance. Nadia (Selfe, 1977) was an autistic
savant who lost her remarkable artistic talent after acquiring
language at age 12. Puberty might also diminish telepathic
abilities and has according to parents of some autistics. Hayley
started having menses at age 9.
Upon meeting Hayley, I saw that she exhibits all of the
clinical signs of autism. She was diagnosed months before
turning three, a typical age. Her social and language development were delayed and aberrant. She has repetitive behaviors,
such as hand-flapping, and makes little eye contact with anyone, including family. When I asked her mother if she makes
eye contact, she said, “occasionally she stares at my forehead.
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She looks at it and then my eyes, up and down repeatedly, as
though she expects me to read her mind.”
Autistic children tend to be obsessive compulsive and
throw tantrums when their routine is disrupted. Hayley is no
exception. She can settle down and focus during sessions with
therapists for an hour or more but becomes overstimulated
very easily. At times she appears extremely frustrated or agitated, and screams or grunts. Sometimes she soothes herself
by switching from flapping to tapping herself. She impulsively
touches things, sometimes repeatedly. French fries are her
favorite reward for good behavior. Hayley’s parents also drive
her around their neighborhood for up to an hour, on a daily
basis, even during severe winters, because it calms her.
We only had three days for testing and didn’t know what
the first day would be like. We wanted sufficient documentation to counter accusations of fraud, so we placed cameras on
the walls in front and behind their chairs, and three on the
divider between them. All videos were time-stamped and synchronized. Novelty causes regression for autistics, and flashing lights, especially numbers, are highly stimulating. Hayley
had to acclimate to five cameras, three microphones, and three
digital atomic clocks.
The therapists prompt Hayley between answers, because
autistics often fixate on a number or letter. Therapist A removes
the stencil between answers as a prompt, whereas Therapist B
uses verbal cues, such as “Go ahead.” Hayley often vocalized
letters and numbers as she selected them on the stencil, and
could repeat, though with poor articulation, up to fifty monosyllabic words. It was unclear how much spoken language she
understands, but she appears to comprehend simple commands
without difficulty.
For the first session, I instructed Therapist A to not give
Hayley feedback, which was a major deviation from their usual
routine. I wanted to see if Hayley could work this way, because
feedback adds confounding variables. Some autistic children
are reportedly precognitive, and if that’s so, she could theoretically access answers from her future, rather than from her
therapist’s mind.
I used an online random number generator (Random.
org) on site to choose numbers between one and one billion
for presentation, and to randomize the selection and order of
presentation of other stimuli, including 100 distinct images
from Hayley’s playing cards, and 60 novel flash cards for learning sentences. This enabled us to assess potential differences
between familiar and unfamiliar test stimuli.
Both therapists were instructed to write their own descriptions of the images on a clipboard out of Hayley’s sight, and
to display these verbal descriptions and corresponding images
to their camera. Because the exact wording of these image
descriptions remained unknown until after completion of
each experiment, this data was blind to us until we analyzed
the film.
During the first session, the random numbers were generated live, and sent by text to Therapist A’s phone. The other
test stimuli had been handed to her as a stack of cards at the
beginning. The therapists were told to keep them face down
until individually sliding them from the stack. They presented

“I found many parents
and clinicians in the
autism community who
believe their children
are precognitive and/
or clairvoyant, and even
more say their children
are telepathic.”
them to the camera and asked Hayley to “read my mind.” All
test stimuli were kept out of Hayley’s view, and no visual or
physical contact was permitted between Hayley and her therapist until after completing an answer.
The lack of feedback appeared to confuse Hayley, especially when she was asked to continue after giving an answer.
She hesitated, as though she knew it was wrong. Also, sending
numbers by text resulted in time delays between test stimuli.
This appeared to bore and frustrate Hayley. Nonetheless, she
was 100% accurate on three of 20 images with descriptions
containing up to nine letters, 60 to 100% accurate on three
nonsense words, and 100% accurate on two random numbers:
one eight digits, the other nine.
Our protocol was modified for the following day. Both
therapists were instructed to tell Hayley when she was wrong,
and to try again. Savants reportedly perform worse when problems are too easy, as though insulted or bored. So, rather than
make our next session easier, I made it harder. Random numbers between one and one billion were used to create 12 equations (multiplication, addition, division, and cube roots) with
solutions of up to 12 digits. These were determined and written with their equations on individual slips of paper, stacked
face down, and given to the therapist at the beginning of the
next session.
Data from day two with Therapist A included 100% accuracy on six of 12 equations with 15 to 19 digits, 100% accuracy
on seven of 20 image descriptions containing up to six letters,
and 81% to 100% accuracy on sentences of between 18 and 35
letters. Data from the session with Therapist B showed 100%
accuracy on five out of 20 random numbers of up to six digits,
and 100% accuracy on five of 12 image descriptions containing up to six letters. Some form of nonverbal communication
seems to be occurring.
I interviewed each parent and therapist separately, using
my skills as a forensic psychiatrist to look for evidence of deception; they all appeared sincere and their stories were consistent.
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Could there be unconscious cueing, as with the famous horse
Clever Hans? Hans picked up subtle body language cues from
his unsuspecting trainer, guiding him as he tapped out answers
with his hoof. The therapists were out of Hayley’s sight, and
her attention was focused on the stencil. Some form of subtle
unconscious cueing could not be totally eliminated, because
the therapist holding the stencil knew the answer. Our statistical analysis addressed this concern and found it highly
unlikely. Hayley was quick in her responses, and confidently
went straight to her answer, leaving little time for cueing. In
less than 11 minutes she completed 12 equations containing
162 digits, only getting seven digits wrong, each corrected on
the second try.
Hayley’s most intriguing answers involved inadvertent
errors by the therapist. On two occasions, Therapist A mistook
the cube root symbol to mean “divide by three.” Even though
she was instructed to divide by three, Hayley gave the cube
root both times, the answer on the therapist’s slip of paper. As
we thought, Hayley is not a mathematical savant.
After I presented these results at the Parapsychological
Association’s annual conference in 2014, Rupert Sheldrake
asked if my research involved children similar to a boy
described in a paper (Recordon et al 1968) that had been
instrumental in Rupert’s decision to leave a successful career
in biology at Cambridge to study telepathy. It was co-authored
by Sir Rudolph Peters, a professor he admired, and describes a
savant, but not one who is autistic. The boy was diagnosed with
spastic diplegia, congenital cataracts, and mental retardation.
After his cataract operation, he had very little vision. Blind children can develop savant skills when their visual cortex is preserved. Rather than go unused, it is rewired for a new purpose.
E.G. Recordon noticed during ophthalmological examinations that the boy could guess the letters on an eye chart accurately, but only if his mother was seeing the answers. Recordon
told Sir Peters, and their team conducted experiments using
random letters and numbers with the boy and his mother in
contact by phone and separated by up to more than six miles.
The boy’s answers were correct approximately one third of
the time, on the first try, with both letters and numbers, far
exceeding chance. In one trial, 139 numbers took 10 minutes
and 45 seconds and 28 letters took four minutes. The researchers concluded this was telepathy, not cueing.

Ilga

Recordon’s paper referenced telepathy research done in the
1930s with children who would be diagnosed as autistic savants
today, but autism didn’t exist as a diagnosis until 1938. Ilga
K. was a 10-year-old Latvian girl with an IQ of 48 (Bender,
1938). At age eight, Ilga spoke at the level of a two year-old.
She struggled to read simple text, but when another person
silently read beside her, she could verbalize the written content,
including foreign languages, in her mother’s pronunciation.
Like Hayley, Ilga responded best when given verbal
prompts of encouragement such as “Ilga, think!” She was investigated by Ferdinand von Neureiter, director of the Institute
of Forensic Medicine of the University of Riga, a commission

from the Psychological Institute of Bonn University, and a
commission led by Paul Dahle of the Institute of Psychology of
the University of Riga. They made dictaphone and film recordings, because of concern that auditory cues could be hidden in
her mother’s verbal prompts.
Some potential auditory cueing by the mother was noted,
but Ilga often knew the correct answer without any cueing
detected, even under high amplification. When her mother’s
prompts were recorded to create an “artificial mother,” replacing her mother’s live voice as prompts, Ilga still answered accurately. She demonstrated telepathy in an experiment done with
her six-year-old brother, and with von Neureiter, who wrote, “I
happened to glance at the word ‘Bruhte’ . . . At the same moment
the child in the next room cried: ‘Bruhte.’” (Bender, 1938)

Bo

Former head of the Department of Psychology at Kent State,
Raleigh Drake, (1938) investigated “Bo,” an 11-year-old boy
whose brain injury at birth left him with an IQ of 55. Bo’s
mother said he “would spontaneously tell her words or numbers which she had not overtly expressed.” Like Hayley, Bo
initially was “thought to be a lightning calculator because no
matter what the row of figures given he would immediately give
the answer, provided it was in his mother’s mind, but he could
do absolutely nothing if left alone.”
Drake’s description of Bo is very consistent with autism:
“When he was to leave home for a few days to stay in my home
he showed no emotion at leaving his parents or any homesickness or anxiety to return. Even at the moment of seeing his
parents after an absence of two days the meeting was no more
than casual on his part. He is an active observer of the activities of other boys, usually younger than he, but he makes little
effort to participate cooperatively in their games… His comments are, however, frequently of the perseverative type with
verbal repetition and fixation of ideas constantly recurring.”
Visual cues were eliminated by blindfolding and/or placing Bo on the other side of the room from his mother with his
back towards her. Drake tested them with ESP cards. Each run
had 25 answers. Once Bo scored an average of 84 percent on
each of 14 runs. Drake did not observe any evidence of auditory cueing, and Bo’s performance actually improved when
blindfolded.

Ramses

Earlier this year I started research with Ramses, a 5-year-old
boy with mild autism who could read seven languages out loud
by the time he was two, and has solved algebra problems since
age four. He is reportedly telepathic with his mother, a brilliant
surrealist artist who claims to have been telepathic with him
even before his birth. So far, I have tested him briefly on five
occasions. He is too young to focus for sessions longer than
five minutes but speaks the answers instead of typing them.
His overall accuracy has been above 90%. There will be more
to explore as he matures.
Some autistic children appear to have the ability to access
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the thoughts of others. How can we reconcile this data with
an impaired Theory of Mind? Our representation of others’
beliefs, and ToM, are believed to involve our temporoparietal junctions (TPJ), where our temporal and parietal lobes
join (Samson et al, 2004, Lombardo et al 2011). Our left TPJ
is usually larger than the right, and a lesion to the left TPJ is
associated with language deficits. In autism, the right TPJ is
often as large or larger than on the left, and may play a role in
telepathy (Powell, 2012).

Challenge to ToM

Research by Simon Baron-Cohen (1985, 1989), Director of the
Autism Research Centre at the University of Cambridge, forms
the basis for regarding autistics as having an impaired ToM.

Baron-Cohen used a common test for ToM called the “SallyAnne” task, in which one person knows something the other
doesn’t. Realizing that another person can believe something
false is an important milestone in children’s development of
ToM. For example, if Sally hid Anne’s ball inside a box when
Anne wasn’t in the room to see it, a child less than three thinks
Anne will look for it in the box. A child over five will predict
that Anne will look where the ball had been, not where it currently is. Autistic children of many ages think Anne “knows”
the ball is in the box. Why?
I have a radical suggestion. What if they are assuming Sally
and Anne are telepathic? We each begin life in shared consciousness with our mother. We first become conscious while in
her body, gradually understanding after birth that we are separate beings. We typically don’t remember our first year, when

Ramses with Diane Hennacy Powell, holding a sheet of paper with letters he wrote in foreign alphabets.
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we may all experience shared consciousness. Perhaps autistics
do, or can still access another person’s thoughts. They would
regard shared consciousness as normal. Of course Anne would
know where the ball is, if Sally does.
DIANE HENNACY POWELL, whose undergraduate education was in
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in medicine, neurology, and psychiatry at the Johns Hopkins University
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