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Impairments in pragmatic reasoning abilities, that is, difficulties  with appropriate 
use and interpretation of language, are considered a  hallmark of ASC (Autism 
Spectrum Conditions) (Tager-Flusberg, Paul, & Lord, 2005). In particular, individuals 
diagnosed with ASC are said to be excessively literalists, that is, preferring literal 
interpretations of utterances and words. Recently, however, some studies have 
suggested that the largely heterogenous population of ASC individuals may not be 
characterized by global pragmatic impairments (Hochstein, Bale, & Barner, 2018), 
and that many high functioning ASC individuals are able to understand scalar 
implicatures (Van Tiel & Kissine, 2018) metaphors (Kasirer & Mashal, 2016), and even 
irony (Glenwright & Agbayewa, 2012). However, it is still true that most individuals on 
the spectrum have difficulties understanding non-literal uses of language, the 
underlying causes of which are debated (Norbury, 2014). Hypotheses include an 
impairment in ‘theory of mind’ abilities (Baron-Cohen, Leslie, & Frith, 1985), ‘weak 
central coherence’, which biases towards local, detail-focused rather than global 
information processing and makes the integration of contextual information 
difficult (Happé, 1999), and executive dysfunction (Hill, 2004) which impedes 
inhibition of the literal meaning and flexibility in going beyond rigid, literal 
interpretations. 

        However, a problem with extant accounts of literalism in ASC is that none of 
them predicts what happens in neurotypical development. While we may assume 
that young neurotypical children have less developed theory of mind abilities, 
central coherence and executive function/cognitive flexibility than older children, 
there is evidence that 5-year olds are more literalists than 3-year-olds (Köder & 
Falkum, 2019). This has been explained as a result of a strong disposition in children 
to infer, adhere to and enforce conventions across disparate domains (Kalish & 
Sabbagh, 2007), including language (Clark, 2007), which peaks during the preschool 
and early primary school years and plays an important role in learning. The 
suggestion is that children’s appreciation of rules also applies to linguistic practices 
governed by conventions, and may lead children at this age to prefer literal 
meanings even if it is at odds with the communicative context.  

       In this paper, we link these findings to literalism in ASC and propose a novel 
approach in which their preference for literal meanings is associated with their more 
general fixation on rules in the social realm. ASC individuals experience special 
difficulties in navigating the social world. Rules/conventions are stable and 
predictable entities, and holding on to them may be a way to navigate a social world 
that appears otherwise chaotic. Our suggestion, is that ASC individuals’ fixation with 
literal meanings may be part and parcel of their general fixation with rules in the 
social realm, similar to what happens at a particular stage of neurotypical 
development. 


