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PSYCHOSEXUAL DEVELOPMENT OF AUTISTIC CHILDREN
IN ADOLESCENCE

Ryuji KOBAYASHI
Faculty of Education, Oita University

Puberty and adolescence constitute a
particularly critical period in the psychologi-
cal development of autistic children because
of their specific cognitive and communicative
handicaps. The prime developmental tasks
in adolescence are coming to know how to
deal with the power of the sex drive and the
establishment of relationships with peers or
persons of the opposite sex and to become
independent of one’s parents. The
psychosexual development of nine autistic
adolescents was investigated. The way in
which these autistic adolescents dealt with
the entablishment of gender identity is discus-
sed.

Six problems were identified :

1. Diffusion in establishing a gender
role: Some male autistic adolescents avoid
same-sex relationships because of a male
phobia and may introject superficial feminine
behavior. Others introject aggressive male
behavior too insistently.

2. Confusion owing to ambivalence
between heightened sexual drive and depen-
dency on the mother: Mothers with pre-
adolescent autistic children are apt to be
worried and confused and to interfere and
show excessive concern for their children. If
the autistic child’s behavior is criticized too
strongly and too often, guilt feelings about
masturbation may develop.

3. Intensified curiosity about heterosex-

uality produces an uncontrollable sex drive:
The masturbation stage of sexual curiosity is
dealt with within the family. If curiosity
about heterosexuality is heightened and
becomes uncontrollable, difficult problems
that may be related to the cognitive deficit
and to confusion regarding differences in
heterosexuality occur.

4. Perverted behavior: To satisfy the
sex drive, some autistic adolescents show a
strong desire to touch, wear or smell their
mother’s or sister’s underwear and clothing.

5. The need for heterosexual love
objects : This is the most difficult problem for
the autistic adolescent to solve. They show
natural longings for the opposite sex: e. g.,
enthusiasms for pop-culture singer idols.
But, they tend to avoid actual relationships
with persons of the opposite sex and find it
difficult to make the change from simple long-
ing to an actual heterosexual relationship.
This was seen in an autistic girl who had an
affinity for written Chinese characters (Kanji)
that represented people (e. g. names) and sub-
stituted them for personal relationships dur-
ing adolescence.

6. Diffusion of the body image is specific
to females : The somatic spurt during adoles-
cence brings about confusion as to body
image and provides the chance to form a new
image. Autistic adolescents who have
difficulty in differentiating their selves from
others are, however, apt to become obsessive
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about details of the differences of others. It
is difficult for them to overcome this
psychopathological characteristic. Autistic
adolescents have the normal mental charac-
teristics specific to their chronological ages.
Psychosexual development should be
achieved through the ameliorating influence

Vol. 32, No. 3

of human relationships. Anxiety about sex
may be lessened in such relationships, which
lessening will be integrated to the ego. For
autistic adolescents, who have core difficulties
in establishing relationships, establishing a
sexual partner relationship may be the most
difficult developmenal task.
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