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Letter to the Editor

EARLY MEMORY AND AUTISM

Dear Editor:

Recently a number of individuals with HFA/AS
have come to our attention that possess a very early
(1 year of age) autobiographical memory.

In normal development, autobiographical mem-
ory emerges in early childhood (3—4 years of age) and
in general adults remember episodes from around 6—
8 years of age. Main contributors to the development
of autobiographical memory are intact memory
systems, language, comprehension of narrative, tem-
poral understanding and above all self and other
understanding (see Nelson & Fivush, 2004 for a
review). Basically, autobiographical memory devel-
ops through social interaction and maturation of
cognitive processes.

Research has shown that individuals with aut-
ism/AS have impaired recall for personally experi-
enced events (e.g. Millward, Powell, Messer &
Jordan, 2000; Bowler, Gardiner, & Grice, 2000).
What could be the explanation for these very
precocious early memory abilities we are reporting?

We speculate that in some people with HFA/AS
the neurological processes underlying the cognitive
aspects of autobiographical memory are extremely
well developed, as evidenced by excellent semantic
memory and very early language development, in
contrast to the social aspects of memory which are
deviant or delayed.

Furthermore, it is possible that altered patterns
of connectivity in autism, specifically underconnec-
tivity as evidenced by a recent MRI study (Just,
Cherkassky, Keller, & Minshew 2004) contribute to
the retrieval of very early memories, an ability that
may constitute a savant talent. Savant skills are
strongly associated with exceptional memory and
Heaton and Wallace (2004) in their review of savants
conclude that exceptional memory might itself be a
savant skill as proposed by Mottron, Belleville, Stip
and Morasse (1998).

The weak central coherence theory (Happé,
1999) suggests that individuals with autism have a
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strong and pervasive local processing bias which
could also be beneficial in the establishment of these
outstanding early memories. Likewise, Heaton,
Hermelin and Pring (1998) and Hermelin (2001)
argue that featural processing as predicted by the
weak central coherence is beneficial to savants very
early in life as it enables the establishment of early
memory traces on which a multitude of information
can be based.

In common with various savant theories we
suggest that exceptional autobiographical memories
in HFA/AS indicate advanced information process-
ing abilities in this population.
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