
 

 

 

SECTION ONE 

FIRST-RANK SYMPTOMS 
First-rank symptoms are a set of symptoms described by Schneider in 1939 and outlined in a 

series of publications including:  

1. Schneider K (1957) Primäre und sekundäre Symptome bei der Schizophrenie. 

Fortschriftfür Neurologie und Pychiatrie 9: 487–490. 

2. Schneider K (1939) Psychischer Befund und Psychiatrische Diagnose. Thieme: 

Leipzig. Later editions renamed Klinische Psychopathologie; English translation 

was of 5th edition (1946). 

3. Schneider K (1959, 1946) Clinical Psychopathology, trans. Marian W Hamilton. 

Grune & Stratton: New York. 

He said that, in the absence of somatic illness, the presence of first-rank symptoms always 

indicated schizophrenia but that not all cases of schizophrenia had first-rank symptoms 

(1957: 490). First-rank symptoms are said to be quite rare and not specific to schizophrenia. 

4. Trimble MR (1990) First-rank symptoms of Schneider: a new perspective. British 

Journal of Psychiatry 156: 195–200, 195 and passim. 

5. Cutting J (1997) Principles of Psychopathology: Two Worlds – Two Minds – Two 

Hemispheres. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 92. 

6. Van Os J (2009) A salience dysregulation syndrome: British Journal of Psychiatry 

194: 101–103, 101. 

The first-rank symptoms were identified from clinical observations rather than theories about 

underlying psychological mechanisms in schizophrenia. Individual symptoms can be 

precisely defined and easily identified and have been included in diagnostic systems without 

necessarily being identified as being of first rank.  

7. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. American Psychiatric 

Association: Washington, DC. 

8. International Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems. Mental and 

behavioural disorders chapter. World Health Organization: Geneva. 

9. World Health Organization (1992) Schedules for Clinical Assessment in 

Neuropsychiatry (SCAN): Glossary. WHO Division of Mental Health: Geneva. 

There are discrepancies in how first-rank symptoms have been described and in which 

symptoms are included in the category. One of the first studies by an Anglophone author was: 

10. Mellor CS (1970) First rank symptoms of schizophrenia. British Journal of 

Psychiatry 117: 15–23. 

This is still cited as a source of clinical material and so makes a useful framework around 

which to position examples of first-rank and other symptoms of psychosis.
1
 Because of 

variations in translation the list from Schneider (1957) is tabulated next to Mellor (1970) in 

Table 1.1. 

                                                           
1
 All of these authors quote the example of thought insertion from Mellor (1970): Frith (1987: 639), Sims (1988: 

122), Fulford (1989: 222), Sass (1992: 214), Stephens & Graham (2000: 120), Bentall (2003: 351), Nichols & 

Stich (2003: 190), Murphy (2006: 90), Bortolotti (2010: 229). 



 

 

 

Table 1.1 List of first-rank symptoms given by Schneider as translated by Mellor 

SCHNEIDER (1957) MELLOR (1970) 

Gedankenlautwerden audible thoughts 

 voices heard arguing 

Hören von Stimmen, die das eigene Tun mit 

Bemerkungen begleiten 

voices heard commenting on one’s 

actions 

leibliche Beeinflussungserlebnisse the experience of influences playing on 

the body (somatic passivity experience) 

Gedankenentzug und andere Gedankenbeein-

flussungen 

thought withdrawal and other 

interferences with thoughts 

Gedankenausbreitung diffusion of thought 

Wahnwahrnehmung delusional perception 

sowie alles von andern Gemachte und Beein-

flußte auf dem Gebeit des Fühlens, Strebens (der 

Triebe) und der Wollens 

and all feelings, impulses (drives) and 

volitional actions that are experienced by 

the patient as the work or influence of 

others 

 Bentall has tabulated first-rank symptoms adapted from Schneider (1959) including 

descriptions and clinical examples. 

11. Bentall RP (2003) Madness Explained: Psychosis and Human Nature: Penguin 

Books: London; 32–33. 

Clinical examples of these and related symptoms are given as follows: 

Schneider’s special voices 

Thought diffusion  

Interferences with thoughts 

Feelings and actions made by others 

Influences playing on the body 

Delusional perception 

SCHNEIDER’S SPECIAL VOICES 

The first-rank symptoms include three kinds of auditory hallucinations which Schneider says: 

“are of special diagnostic importance for assuming a schizophrenia.” He emphasizes that 

these are instances of actually sensing something to be there that is not, of false perception 

rather than false belief. The modes of voice hearing Schneider gives are: hearing one’s own 

thoughts (or thoughts being audible); voices conversing with one another; and, voices that 

keep up a running comment on the patient’s behavior. The voices which converse with each 

other are said to discuss or argue about the patient in the third person. 

12. Schneider K (1959) Clinical Psychopathology, trans. Marian W Hamilton. Grune 

and Stratton: New York; 95–96. 

13. Mellor CS (1970) First rank symptoms of schizophrenia. British Journal of 

Psychiatry 117: 15–23, 16. 

14. Carpenter WT, Strauss JS, & Muleh S (1973) Are there pathognomic symptoms in 

schizophrenia? Archives of General Psychiatry 28: 847–852, 848. 

15. Sims A (1988) Symptoms in the Mind: An Introduction to Descriptive 

Psychopathology. Baillière Tindall: London; 121–122. 



 

 

 

Schneider says that in psychosis there is an overall change in psychological function but this 

cannot be captured by a general description. To get a clear understanding of individual 

phenomena we have to isolate them from the total experience of which they are a part and 

relate them to other functions. Whilst he stipulates definitions for individual symptoms they 

can fuse and overlap. A single person may report multiple phenomena which can only be 

understood in relation to each other.  

16. Schneider (1959): 94–95. 

Schneider gives particular examples of each of the types of voices he describes as being of 

first rank. 

I hear my own thoughts. I can hear them when everything is quiet. 

When I try to think, my head gets full of noise; it’s as if my brain were in an uproar with my 
thoughts. 

Another schizophrenic heard his own voice night and day, like a dialogue, one voice always 
arguing against the other. 

A schizophrenic woman heard a voice say, whenever she wanted to eat, “Now she is eating, here 
she is munching again,” or when she patted the dog, she heard, “What is she up to now, fondling 
the dog”; on another occasion she heard, “Here she is at the window again; she is letting the light 
in as it costs nothing.” 

17. Schneider (1959): 96–97. 

Hearing one’s own thoughts 

Voices conversing with one another 

Voices keeping up a running commentary 

HEARING ONE’S OWN THOUGHTS 

Gedankenlautwerden can be translated as thoughts becoming loud. In translation Bleuler uses 

the phrases “thoughts becoming audible” and thoughts being “hallucinatorily echoed.” Mellor 

notes that the hallucination may come after the thought, as in echo de la pensée, or that the 

subject may hear a voice and take it to be expressing his thoughts. These can occur in 

combination. 

18. Bleuler (1950): 98–99. 

19. Mellor (1970): 15–16. 

I must put the kettle on 

Mellor gives an example where repetition of thoughts segues into a commentary or command 

hallucination. Command and repetition may be hard to distinguish because the voice tells the 

person to do what he had already thought of doing: 

The voice would repeat almost all the patient’s goal-directed thinking—even the most banal 
thoughts. The patient would think “I must put the kettle on” and after a pause of not more than 
one second the voice would say “I must put the kettle on.” It would often say the opposite 
“Don’t put the kettle on.” 

20. Mellor (1970): 16. 



 

 

 

Command hallucinations 

The voice was saying his own thoughts 

The voice would say, “I can’t stand that man, the way he holds his brush he looks like a poof.” 
He immediately experienced whatever the voice was saying as his own thoughts, to the exclusion 
of all other thoughts. When he read the newspaper the voice would speak aloud whatever his 
eyes fell on. He had no time to think of what he was reading before it was uttered aloud. 

21. Mellor (1970): 16. 

A chain reaction 

This person reports thought echo and also voices commenting on his actions and telling him 

to do things. 

I heard voices. Like a musted voice. Like a crowded room and that you can pick out certain 
voices or they sound similar to voices that you know. [Musted?] I just made it up. Like when you 
feel claustrophobic, everything is too close to you, too close to you, you haven’t got enough 
room to stretch out, it’s doing your head in. [What were they saying?] “Hit someone,” “Get them 
annoyed,” “What do you think you are doing, you’re a total failure.” [When I was walking for 
example they’d say] “What do you think you’re doing? You should be running.” 

When you say something it’s like an echo a chain reaction as if it’s going over a tannoy. It’s 
beating you, it’s as if someone is hitting you because then you feel distorted, it’s as if someone is 
living in you. If I start thinking, it’s being copied again, it should’ve been confidential, it isn’t 
because I hear the voices saying it all again. (#137)  

Voices keeping up a running commentary 

Command hallucinations 

Living in a repeat world 

This person interprets ordinary speech as having special reference to him. People in the street 

say things he has just been thinking. He does not exactly say that his thoughts are repeated 

out loud, rather he emphasizes the way everything seems familiar.  

Still think sometimes that I’ve got to tell myself it’s just my illness when I hear people talking in 
the street. They take thoughts out of my head. If I’m walking along the street I hear someone 
talking and I immediately translate that into something that I’ve been thinking. I don’t do it 
consciously. I keep thinking, do they know what I’m thinking? Sometimes on the television as 
well, I keep thinking they’re talking about me personally. It’s happening all the time. Every time 
I’m on the street. I keep jumping to the conclusion that they’re talking about me all the time 
because of the way it seems very similar to what I’ve been thinking at the time. 

Things keep happening that I’ve dreamed about before they happen. If you go places you’ve 
never been before you keep thinking that you’ve been there before. It feels alright most of the 
time, you can tell that it’s not real. 

[He sometimes thinks others know what he is thinking without him telling them] I think I’ve been thinking 
the same thing before. That things have happened before. The same things have happened 
before, like I’m living in a sort of repeat world [When something happens how does it feel?] It feels 
familiar. (#78) 



 

 

 

Ideas of reference 

VOICES CONVERSING WITH ONE ANOTHER 

The voices are often contradictory 

Conversations amongst voices and with the person who experiences them take several forms. 

The voice may contradict what it has just said, go against what the patient is thinking, or 

several different voices may disagree or argue with one another. 

The voices are very often contradictory. At one time they may be against the patient (when he is 
thinking of God, they deny His existence); then they contradict themselves. (A patient had an 
abscess; she hears the voices say, “Blood-poisoning,” and then “A good recovery” … ) The roles 
of pro and con are often taken over by voices of different people. The voice of his daughter tells 
a patient: “He is going to be burned alive”; while his mother’s voice says, “He will not be 
burned.” 

22. Bleuler (1950): 97–98. 

The voices were talking with my thoughts 

In this example the lady reported all three of Schneider’s special voices. She heard voices 

saying what she was thinking, conversing with her and commenting on her actions. She also 

explains these experiences saying that an experiment is being done on her. 

I heard voices in my head. I could hear people talking about me on the radio. I thought 
everybody was talking about me. I used to think there was an experiment being played, that 
people were trying to read my mind. The voices in my head were talking with my thoughts and it 
was as if somebody was reading my thoughts, reading them out loud [Did you hear your thoughts out 
loud?] No, it was more of a conversation. For example, if I was reading a book I would say “I 
don’t know that” and the voice would say “Well you should know that.” I said it in my head and 
the voice said it in my head. [Why do you call it voices?] I can actually hear it, through my ears. It 
coincided with the radio. They were talking about things I was doing. How did they know that 
unless they were reading my mind? The voices on the radio were telling me to do things what I 
was thinking of doing anyway ahead of me. I thought of doing something then the voice on the 
radio said it. It’s an experiment. Can’t explain it, it’s beyond me. The voices come from some 
sort of laboratory. It’s so absurd but that’s what I think. [Who is doing it?] Somebody with a lot of 
brains. 

When I was ill I could hear the neighbours talking about me right all along the row in all the 
houses. I could hear them all talking, little snippets of conversation from each house all along the 
road. I don’t know how [I could] It was as if I had extra-sensitive hearing. I still believe it 
because it was that real. I think they were trying to read my mind by reading my thoughts. I don’t 
know how [they did it] [How do you know they were reading your mind?] They were commenting about 
things I was doing. For example, “[she’s] having a cup of coffee again.” How would they know 
what I was doing if they weren’t reading my mind?  

[The experiment] is there all the time and nobody can convince me otherwise. I just feel as if I’m 
having my thoughts read. I don’t know by who. That’s what I feel. I don’t have any privacy. 
Somebody is listening in, they know everything about me. The wireless and television voices in 
the background were responding to my thoughts and I knew I was having my mind read. The 
experiment is still going on. Sometimes if I’m in a shop with a radio or a noise in the background 
I can hear voices, saying “Is she going to buy that? She doesn’t need that” Commenting on my 



 

 

 

thoughts and actions, just general comments but they’re aimed at me [Could it be your own 
thoughts?] I don’t know how I can hear the sounds of different voices. They’re silent your own 
thoughts really, they don’t make a noise. My own thoughts are not audible, they are silent. These 
seem audible. I’m still convinced there are voices there. I can hear them. (#80) 

Voices conversing with one another 

Voices keeping up a running commentary 

Intelligent design 

VOICES KEEPING UP A RUNNING COMMENTARY 

Kraepelin notes that voices remark on the thoughts and doings of the patient and, 

characteristically, give a mixed list of examples, including comments and snippets of 

conversation. These are examples of what the voices say: 

“He has good hearing.” 
“Damn it, what ears the fellow has!” 
“He has done for himself; the filthy fellow must get away from this.” 
“Do you hear the reflector upstairs? Now they have the sound-hole open again.” 
“Mary, you’re talking nonsense, the policeman has seen you already.” 

These are examples of what the patients said: 

“The voices knew what I did.”  
Another patient when she exposed herself to the sun heard: “She is melting.” 
The voices named the people he met, “analysed his inside”. They narrated events in his life, 
asked him about family affairs. 
One patient complained that “The director and the nuns disturb my rest at night, they tell me all 
that has happened in my life.” 
Another said: “When I leave the house all the telephones know where I am going and what I am 
thinking of: the whole town is in excitement when I go out.” 

23. Kraepelin E (1919) Dementia Præcox and Paraphrenia, trans. R Mary Barclay, 

ed. George M Robertson. E & S Livingstone: Edinburgh; 10. 

THOUGHT DIFFUSION 

According to Schneider thought diffusion is the experience that one’s thoughts are no longer 

private but shared with others: “the whole town or the whole world.” Even if they are said to 

be sounding aloud, they are not auditory hallucinations or message-bearing voices. Mellor 

describes them as escaping from the confines of the mind into the world to be experienced by 

all around. 

24. Schneider (1959): 100. 

25. Mellor (1970): 17. 

Taylor and Heiser use the term thought broadcasting and say that the thoughts which escape 

from the patient’s head are loud, but are not hallucinations, adding that the experience is 

often associated with ideas of telepathy and electronic surveillance.  

26. Taylor MA & Heiser JF (1971) Phenomenology: an alternative approach to 

diagnosis of mental disease. Comprehensive Psychiatry 12(5): 480–486, 484. 



 

 

 

An outgo of my silent thoughts 

This person talks both of silent thoughts and thoughts which are sounded. This equivocation 

is also found in descriptions of auditory awarenesses which do not quite amount to 

hallucinations. The German term for thought diffusion is Gedankenausbreitung. The verb 

aus+breiten means to stretch, extend, or spread out. This indicates that the core aspect of the 

phenomenon is the spreading of the thought. In this example the subject clearly describes his 

thought spreading for two or three miles or more. 

My difficulty is an outgo of my silent thought. It goes as it comes. I may think whatever I please, 
but whatever I do think goes as it comes. I suppose the constant irritation and annoyance they 
have kept up around me has affected the tension of nerve, so that unlike others who have the 
same phenomenal power, it goes as rapidly as my mind thinks. I have but to think a thought and 
it reaches other minds in sound without an effort of my part, and is sounded for a distance, I 
suppose, of two or three miles. If it goes farther it is renewed by some other men. How do I 
know? In the first place, men of sound judgment have told me that my views are correct. In the 
second place, I hear my silent thought sounded in steam, and wherever there is a noise it is liable 
to be echoed. 

27. Flint EN (1893) A case of paranoia. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 20: 

567–586, 573–574, quoted in: 

28. Landis C (1964) Varieties of Psychopathological Disorder, ed. Fred A Mettler. 

Holt, Rinehart & Winston: New York; 160–161. 

Auditory awarenesses 

Functional hallucinations 

Special abilities 

My thoughts go out 

This lady reported kind and unpleasant voices, some of which told her what to do. She 

thought they might be coming from videotapes or spiritualists. Here she attributes the ability 

to hear voices to being a mind reader which also accounts for her ability to answer the voices. 

She talks of thoughts going out of her head, suggesting thought diffusion. She mainly talks of 

voices coming in but also mentions thoughts, raising the possibility of thought intrusion. 

My thoughts go out. You’d think I was a mind reader. I can hear them coming back. As though 
they were talking to me. I’m not sure if it’s the videos or what, or spiritualism or what. [Do others 
know what you are thinking without you telling them?] Because of listening to what I have to say. I listen 
in to what they have to say and answer sort of weirdly. I think what I can say to them, it comes 
out of my head to them. I put thoughts into their head. They put thoughts into my head. I think 
somebody is doing this just because they can do this. 

Think as though can hear voices from next door where Em goes. They’re saying rude words to 
me, swearing mainly. It’s all in the house. As soon as I come out the house it’s alright. I don’t 
know if it’s tapes or what. Some people rub tapes off and put bits on. I don’t think anyone else 
hears it. I think it’s me. I can hear it, there’s something different with me. I’m different to 
everybody else. I can read these things, like a mind reader. When I think about Em and them I 
can hear their voices. I think I can pick up thoughts. I think very deeply and I can hear the voices 
in my head. I have to think first. I think about the person involved. 



 

 

 

You can hear them and then I answer them. I get mad and say “P … off!” I speak inwardly in 
my mind. I just say get lost or I’m not doing it. Like a conversation. The thoughts that go out are 
my own. The one’s that come in are someone else’s. A different voice. (#72) 

Auditory hallucinations 

Command hallucinations 

Special ability 

Intelligent design  

I send messages over to them with my head 

This lady says she sends messages to the voices in waves, she says her thoughts are loud and 

that it is as though the voices can see or hear them. She knows this because they reply to the 

thoughts she passes over 

The voices make me feel silly, by saying things like “Grow up.” When I’m at work they tell us 
what to do and that’s not right. For example, “Listen Bee, you’re being stupid.” [Could it be your 
own thoughts?] Yeah, just that when it first started that’s what the doctor told me I had to call 
them. It is my thoughts. [Do you have other people’s thoughts put inside your head?] Yeah, like they’re 
telling me what I should be doing and what I shouldn’t be doing. The voices. They get there by 
telepathic waves. It’s like I’m a medium. I experience everyone saying these words to me, putting 
me down or picking me up. [How do you tell the difference between your own thoughts and the thoughts of 
others?] Because when I say my own thoughts I think it’s getting better every day, when the voices 
come back they say “Are they?” in a sneaky way. They put you down, make you feel tormented. 
It’s like they can read my mind. I send messages over to them with my head. I send messages 
over by waves, by sending a message [Do others know what you are thinking without you telling them?] In 
the waves. [Do your thoughts leak out?] Yeah. It’s like they can see the letters that I’m saying, or 
hear. By my thoughts being passed over. [Do you have loud thoughts?] Yeah. [How do you know that 
people know what you are thinking?] Because they’re sending messages that they can hear me. Like a 
medium. They tell me off for being silly. (#76) 

Special abilities 

INTERFERENCES WITH THOUGHTS 

Schneider says we: “cannot draw a sharp distinction between disturbance of the thinking 

process and disorders of thought.” As examples of the latter he mentions fleeting and 

wandering thought, or flight of ideas, and disjointed fragmented or inconsequent thought. The 

disturbances of thought which he says are important for the diagnosis of schizophrenia 

include thought intrusion and thought withdrawal. He notes that the latter can be connected 

with thought diffusion and concludes that they are both primary phenomena. 

29. Schneider (1959): 98–101. 

SCAN includes thought insertion and thought withdrawal as subjective descriptions of 

thought disorder. Both are associated with explanatory delusions but these should be 

distinguished from the phenomenon they explain. This is because similar delusions may have 

different antecedents. The essence of thought insertion is that the subject denies that the 

thoughts are his own, they are experienced as alien. In withdrawal thoughts are removed from 

the subject’s mind so that he has no thoughts. This is experienced rather than willed. This 

disturbance in thinking and other experiences of being controlled from without are called 

passivity phenomena. 



 

 

 

30. World Health Organization (1992) Schedules for Clinical Assessment in 

Neuropsychiatry (SCAN): Glossary. WHO Division of Mental Health: Geneva; 

125–126. 

31. Sims A (1988) Symptoms in the Mind. Baillière Tindall: London; 118–119. 

Schneider says that the passivity phenomena including thought withdrawal, thought insertion, 

and thought diffusion, can be grouped together as ego-disorders (Ich-Störung), affecting the 

permeability of the self-world-barrier with a loss of ego-boundaries.
2
 He says that delusional 

perception and the special hallucinations have a different form. However, Sims says that 

disorder of the boundaries of the self is a feature of all first-rank symptoms with inner, self-

experiences being attributed to external, not-self influences. Stanghellini lists a number of 

self-disorders which are central to the concept of schizophrenia. 

32. Schneider K (1957) Primäre und sekundäre Symptome bei der Schizophrenie. 

Fortschriftfür Neurologie und Pychiatrie 9, 487–90, 490. 

33. Sims A (1988) Symptoms in the Mind. Baillière Tindall: London; 160–161. 

34. Stanghellini G (2004) Disembodied Spirits and Deanimated Minds. International 

Perspectives in Philosophy and Psychiatry. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 150. 

The assailments of the air-loom gang 

In 1810, the psychiatrist Haslam published an account of the experiences of James Tilly 

Matthews who had been admitted to Bedlam on January 28, 1797. His main complaint was of 

being assailed by an “Air-loom Gang” a group of rascals whose principal was named Bill, or 

the King. They practiced many assailments, including interfering with his thoughts.  

Kiteing. This is a very singular and distressing mode of assailment, and much practised by the 
gang. As boys raise a kite in the air, so these wretches, by means of the air-loom and magnetic 
impregnations, contrive to lift into the brain some particular idea, which floats and undulates in 
the intellect for hours together; and how much soever the person assailed may wish to direct his 
mind to other objects, and banish the idea forced upon him, he finds himself unable; as the idea 
which they have kited keeps waving in his mind, and fixes his attention to the exclusion of other 
thoughts. He is, during the whole time, conscious that the kited idea is extraneous, and does not 
belong to the train of his own cogitations. (31–32) 

Thought-making. While one of these villains is sucking at the brain of the person assailed, to 
extract his existing sentiments, another of the gang, in order to lead astray the sucker (for 
deception is practised among themselves as a part of their system; and there exists no honor, as 
amongst thieves, in the community of these rascals) will force into his mind a train of ideas very 
different from the real subject of his thoughts, and which is seized upon as the desired 
information by the person sucking; whilst he of the gang who has forced the thought on the 
person assailed, laughs in his sleeve at the imposition he has practised. (34–35) 

The correspondence between Mr. M. And the members of the gang is kept up to a considerable 
extent by brain-sayings, which may be defined a sympathetic communication of thought, in 
consequence of both parties being impregnated with the magnetic fluid, which must be rarified 
by frequent changing, and rendered more powerful by the action of the electrical machine. It is 
not hearing; but appears to be a silent conveyance of intelligence to the intellectual atmosphere 

                                                           
2  (Durchlässigkeit = permeability: Ich-Umwelt-Schranke = self-environment-barrier: 

Konturverlustes des Ich = losing of the contours of the self.  

 



 

 

 

of the brain, as subtilely as electricity to a delicate electrometer: but the person assailed (if he be 
sufficiently strong in intellect) is conscious that the perception is not in the regular succession of 
his own thoughts. (38–39) 
 

35. Haslam J (1988) Illustrations of Madness: ed. & intro. Roy Porter. Routledge: 

London. Original: 

36. Haslam J (1810) Illustrations of Madness; Exhibiting a Singular Case of Insanity, 

and a no less Remarkable Difference in Medical Opinion Developing the Nature 

of Assailment, and the Manner of Working Events; with a Description of the 

Torture Experienced by Bomb-Bursting, Lobster-Cracking, and Lengthening the 

Brain. G Haydon: London. 

Thought intrusion 

Thought withdrawal 

Silent communications 

Somebody else is using my brain 

This gentleman reports various interferences with his thoughts. He talks about people being 

able to enter each other’s heads and describes it as a kind of possession. He knows someone 

is in him when a strange idea pops up or when he is drawn to a certain phrase in a book. He 

says that when he touches people he opens a door through which he can communicate with 

them.  

I still believe there’s telepathy. Friends and family. Now and again I get a strange one coming in. 
If it’s a friend or someone you love you can sit down and you seem to be on the same 
wavelength. It’s a bit difficult to explain. How far did I get before I got lost? If anything strange 
pops up you can feel it, it’s like a ghost walking over your grave. You know somebody’s in, inside 
my brain. People are trying to copy what I’m thinking and trying to follow us down the same 
road. I tried to explain that the TV and radio were talking directly to me. Something they would 
say would speak something off in my head. It all seemed to be relevant. 

Once you’ve touched somebody you’ve opened a door. If I was to touch you in a certain place 
where there’s a bone or a muscle I would have left a trace like a finger print. [When I was] at the 
height of my energy. It would leave an open doorway, to be able to mingle, to watch and to 
learn, or to plant a seed … I’ve dedicated some parts of my body to some people and other parts 
to other people. Like some people do with jewellery. Every time you look at it you open the 
doorway. Muscles are all dedicated to men who are physically fit. Bones belong to doctors 
because they reset this bone of mine. Knuckles—family and friends because that’s the easiest 
way to reach them. Always something in your hand, you can always grab a fistful of dollars. 
That’s why Clint Eastwood called his film that. Eight people can come into my head the way I’ve 
played this game in my head, as long as I can remember which finger and which knuckle belongs 
to who. I curl up my fingers, shout the message across the airwaves. I think it inside my head, 
sometimes I say it verbally. So there is telepathy. 

I’m slightly confused. Why have I been dealt such a crap hand in life? Somebody with my brains 
and I’m not using them properly. They are being used for other things. Somebody else is using 
my brain. If I had your brains I could explain it, but I can’t unless I am comfortable with myself 
and my brain is going at full speed. I use other people’s heads the same way that they use my 
head. It might just be them making me think I‘m using them. Really they’re getting the best end 
of the deal and I’m getting the shit end of the deal. [How do you know they use your brain?] By things 
I see and hear if I’m having a conversation with somebody. For example, when you’re reading a 



 

 

 

book all of a sudden your eyes will be drawn to a certain phrase or sentence. That’s brought on a 
bit of paranoia in my head, believing that people can see though my eyes. Because it’s just too 
much coincidence that every time I pick up a book and start reading something comes along 
that’s out of the ordinary and I think “Wow! That’s strange.”  

Last night I was talking to a friend. He was coming out with really unusual body and eye 
movements. I got a memory in my head of a person I used to know. It was as if he was there 
with us, helping us chat away and learn things. Think the chap who was making these 
movements was oblivious to it all. Face, head, everything. As if I could see his face. He was that 
much in control of my young friend. He was inside my friend, spiritually. It’s an exclusive club. 
Not just anyone can walk in or jump into anyone’s body. Usually a big fight [illegible] They see 
whether they can be contained or not. Everybody’s got their own lock. Their little black hole 
they can go and hide if someone is trying to invade their head … Sometimes I invite people 
inside us. It heightens up the sense that I’m pursuing, whether it be a physical sense, mental 
sense, or emotional sense. Two heads are better than one. If you share it you’re up there. (#129) 

Thought intrusion 

Possession 

Coincidences 

Thought intrusion 

Thought withdrawal 

THOUGHT INTRUSION 
Many people who say they have the thoughts of others put into their minds and their own 

thoughts removed attribute this to the work of higher powers. These unseen forces use 

telepathy, mind-reading, or special machines. The influences of these entities can be 

characterized as intelligent design.  

Intelligent design 

Beings that controlled me with thoughts 

In my fog of isolation and silence, I began to feel I was receiving commands to do things—such 
as walk all by myself through the old abandoned tunnels that lay underneath the hospital. The 
origin of the commands was unclear. In my mind, they were issued by some sort of beings. Not 
real people with names or faces, but shapeless, powerful beings that controlled me with thoughts 
(not voices) that had been placed in my head. Walk through the tunnels and repent. Now lie down and 
don’t move. You must be still. You are evil.  

37. Saks ER (2007) The Centre Cannot Hold: A Memoir of my Schizophrenia. Virago: 

London; 79. 

Strange thoughts came into my head 

I was playing with the cat, standing looking looking at it when all of a sudden these strange 
thoughts came into my head as though I should … I thought to kill the cat. I shrugged it away 
and walked off. Thoughts like that came into my head. It wasn’t me that was thinking them, it 
was as though it was put there. When it first started I thought it was some kind of force of some 
sort. (#82)  

It wasn’t my own thoughts made up in my own mind 



 

 

 

I wasn’t confused and I wasn’t disillusioned by anything. I feel I was receiving something. I could 
feel it. You sense things when you know something. I do believe it is possible to communicate 
telepathically. At one stage I was with people and they would give us a sign to say I was. I was 
definitely receiving thoughts. It wasn’t my own thoughts made up in my own mind. You can tell 
the difference. I know my own mind, I know my own self. It’s hard to express. Just that you can 
communicate to people with your mind, without using your mouth. I was recepting people’s 
thought patterns. It’s not as if it’s my own thoughts being made up in my own mind. [Do you have 
thoughts taken out of your head?] Through a form of hypnosis they’ve actually been extracted from 
my mind. I’ve been with someone and they’ve clicked their fingers a few times and I’ve forgotten 
all this. I was trying to think about things and I couldn’t think. It was like a plain, just never 
thought about the past or nothing. It was as if my worries had been taken away. That was 
definitely by an external force. Magic, innit? (#61)  

Thought withdrawal 

That’s not my bloody thought, that’s for sure 

[Do you have other people’s thoughts put inside your head?] I think I would not have thought that. I know 
it’s not my thought. I know for a fact that certain things do not pass my mind. If anything 
ludicrous crosses my mind I think that’s not my bloody thought, that’s for sure. 

If it’s that fast, if you’re on the same wavelength at the same time. It’s like a thought as it comes 
in. A thought is very light, really inspirational. It’s a light feeling where you feel as though I’m 
actually thinking it, or you’re receiving it rather. It’s just a thought but it feels logical to say it 
feels pretty normal or fits with what I suspect. I wonder if that’s me. It felt like a piece of 
information. 

You find it strange when some different little thoughts filter through. Why did I think that at this 
time of day? You judge it, say “I don’t think that was mine.” I know how I was taught, which 
way I was brought up. I know what it taught me in beliefs and reason and being reasonably 
correct. So, a dramatic change, I don’t think that was planned. I was meant to be reasonably 
correct. I don’t think I was meant to be irrational so it seems strange if I get too many irrational 
thoughts. (#68) 

THOUGHT WITHDRAWAL 

My thoughts had been taken from me 

Jaspers notes that passivity phenomena can affect the person in many ways such that he feels 

he is not the master of himself or his movements, thoughts, and affects. These “made” 

experiences are frequently elaborated into delusions of influence, by supernatural forces, 

apparatuses, and machines. In many cases the patient reports several passivity experiences.  

Jaspers quotes a letter written by a male patient of the Heidelberg clinic. Kraepelin worked in 

Heidelberg from 1891 to 1902 and quotes an identical letter from a female musician. In the 

letter the patient describes how an electrical machine pulls out her own thoughts and puts 

unnatural thoughts into her. She also says the machine affects her moods and movements. 

The patient was initially astonished by everyday happenings: 

I had not the slightest idea what it was all about. Everything is a riddle to me. On the following 
morning I was put into a most peculiar mood by this machine or whatever it is … All the night 
through I was fully sensible and quite clear … the machine—the construction of which was of 
course quite unknown to me—was fixed in such a way that every word I spoke was put into me 



 

 

 

electrically and I could of course not avoid expressing the thoughts in this peculiar mood. When 
I awoke out of this very strange mood I felt quite peculiar. I might speak perhaps to my Father 
in the following way as I was in fact translated into a “death-mood” as it were … “You know I 
must die now Dad, so I would like to thank you before dying for everything you have done for 
me.” 

At the time my thoughts had been taken from me so that I didn’t know why I had to die. A 
joyous mood was put into me which prevented me from thinking of anything. At times I was given 
back my natural way of thinking, and then I used to say “Well what did I want to say?” I would 
repeat this sentence several times, I know quite definitely, but not a thought came to me … 

I feel the machine is getting me down mentally more and more and I have several times asked 
for the current to be turned off and my natural thinking returned to me … One evening the 
thought was given to me electrically that I should murder Lissi; as this made me speechless for a 
time it was shouted at me through the machine: “You have compromised yourself thoroughly” 
… such thoughts are surely unnatural, although I have complete control of my mind … terrible 
heat was generated electrically and they shouted at me the words “rogue, rascal, shark, 
anarchist.” The last word of course was wound round my head for several minutes … 

However precisely my thoughts are understood and however much entire sentences are shouted 
at me by the apparatus, it is a fact that I know quite definitely that to a large extent these are not my 
own thoughts and that is the great puzzle. It must be a very complicated machine which could 
transport me into any kind of mood—serious, gay, laughing, crying, grim, humorous … The 
remarkable machine can also suddenly give me sleep, and withhold sleep; it can develop dreams 
in me and wake me up at any moment … it can distract my thoughts—indeed give me any kind of 
movement … 

I try to fight these thoughts with all my energy but it cannot be done with the best will in the 
world as the thoughts are also actually pulled out of me …  

When one reads all this it seems the greatest nonsense ever written but I cannot say anything else 
except that I have really felt all this, though unfortunately I have never understood it … I am 
terribly unhappy. 

She went to see the Public Prosecutor: 

I would like to ask once more, Sir, that you very kindly see that my own thoughts are returned to 
me. 

38. Jaspers K (1963) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & Marian 

W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 579–580. From: 

39. Jaspers K (1923) Allegemeine Psychopathologie. Springer Verlag: Berlin, 

probably quoting: 

40. Kraepelin (1919): 110–111. 

Thought intrusion 

Thought withdrawal 

Feelings and actions made by others 

Intelligent design 

A machine that takes thoughts out of your head 



 

 

 

This gentleman devised the idea of a mind machine to explain why he was hearing voices. It 

takes thoughts from his mind but, he says, this is his way of rationalizing the experience of 

having thoughts put into his mind.  

I had voices in my head. About a mind machine in my head taking thoughts out of my head. A 
machine that takes thoughts out of your head. I’ve invented this on paper. It’s a box with two 
tubes. In each tube there is a solution of sticky silicon or grease. Two silver coils produce a dry 
heat. It pumps heat through the sticky silicon and produces a dry sticky heat. This comes out of 
the machine and sticks to protein on your brain. Just reads the thoughts off. It’s my way of 
rationalizing it because I’m hearing voices. I believed there was a mind machine because it could 
take them out and put them back in again. Take a shot with a video camera. Put the tape in a 
recording device and put an image on your brain, a scene or action. I believed it was happening. 

One time on a walk I got a buzz in my head. [They were] firing the mind machine at me. When I 
first got the illness I had thoughts taken out of my head. I’ve gone on from believing that it was 
something pointing at me to thinking it was something I could invent. I’m not the only one. The 
Chinese are doing it as well. Their plan is to have a chip on your brain. This reads electric 
thoughts off your mind. (#70) 

His account of how he came to invent the mind machine is given in later sections. 

Influences playing on the body 

Somatic illusions and delusions 

Intelligent design 

FEELINGS AND ACTIONS MADE BY OTHERS 

Sims says that passivity experiences affect the realms of sensation, feeling, drive, volition, 

and thinking. In each case the event is experienced as alien in that the patient does not think 

that the thought or impulse is his own, but is imposed from outside. This is frequently 

elaborated as delusions of control. These can also come under the rubric of intelligent design. 

41. Sims A (1988) Symptoms in the Mind. Baillière Tindall: London; 122–124. 

Passivity phenomena related to sensations are described later in this section as influences 

playing on the body. Taylor and Heiser distinguish experiences of influence and alienation. 

The former are feelings of being controlled and made to submit. In alienation the subject 

disowns the feelings, thoughts, or movements. 

42. Taylor MA & Heiser JF (1971) Phenomenology: an alternative approach to the 

diagnosis of mental disease. Comprehensive Psychiatry 12(5): 480–486, 484. 

In the SCAN glossary, passivity phenomena are classed as experiences of replacement of 

will. The experience should be distinguished from the delusional explanation of how it is 

achieved, and from other claims of being influenced which do not amount to an experience of 

alien control. 

43. World Health Organization (1992) Schedules for Clinical Assessment in 

Neuropsychiatry (SCAN): Glossary. WHO Division of Mental Health: Geneva; 

127. 

Intelligent design 



 

 

 

To achieve total dominion 

This gentleman reports being dominated by an entity he calls the Commentator. Domination 

consists in being told what to do by voices and being controlled by being possessed. Such 

influences affect what he says, what he thinks and how he moves. 

The voices came quite quickly. They told me how to do things like how to get dressed and how 
to get undressed. [The voices of] my brothers. [They told me what to do] because they tried to 
take over, because they wanted complete control, to make me a new person. That’s what I 
suspect because they are the only people who know me well enough to do so. [Did they succeed?] 
No [Did anyone?] Various people I can’t mention for security reasons. [What did being taken over 
consist in?] Having to speak through the Commentator’s mouth. Having to speak in a certain way. 
Not much difference [between him and me talking] I was not in control. The [external force] was 
in control. Even if I didn’t want to speak he’d speak for me. So that the Commentator could 
achieve total dominion by totally possessing me. My arms, my legs, my body was all controlled 
by the Commentator. It was strange like being in another body. I suspected it was the 
Commentator because he told me it was him. It was his way to achieve total dominion of my 
body, to make himself more powerful.  

Sometimes Boswell’s thoughts came into my head, by artificial transfusion. I know him so well I 
can identify his thoughts in my mind. He’d take my thoughts into his mind. He replaced those 
thoughts with his [own] thoughts. By artificial transfusion when you’re asleep. Some of [my 
thoughts] were taken by doing things like telepathy. I felt drained the next day [Why do you say 
they’re Boswell’s thoughts?] He knows me well. They’re to do with films and movies, things I’m not 
interested in. 

Voices are saying things like “I am the Commentator,” “I have total dominion over you.” It’s not 
the case. Seventy to ninety percent of the day I speak with the Commentator’s voice so I don’t 
have to bother to think what to say. It just comes out with my voice what to say. Except for 
today’s meeting when I’m trying to be myself. It’s quite difficult. [You] get used to speaking with 
the Commentator’s voice. He says things slightly more differently than I would say them. 
Sometimes he’s more intelligent in his ways of speaking. And he’d say I was an intergalactic 
traveller from space, for example, I don’t believe it. 

He can move my hand whenever he wants to move my hand. You can’t tell the difference really. 
He can only do it when I’ve given up to him. Various movements of my hand, sometimes of my 
head in a circular motion. Various smiles on my face as well, smiles of someone who hasn’t got a 
brain basically, silly smiles. He does those by using my body, just using the brain, using the 
nerves. He has access to the brain and access to various parts of the brain. (#114) 

Command hallucinations 

Thought intrusion 

Thought withdrawal 

My mouth works in spite of me 

For four months I have had queer ideas; it seems to me that I am obliged to think and say them; 
someone makes me speak, someone suggests to me coarse words and it is not my fault if my 
mouth works in spite of me. 

44. Janet P (1903) Les obsessions et la psychasthénie. Alcan: Paris. Quoted by: 



 

 

 

45. Jung CG (1944) The Psychology of Dementia Praecox. Nervous and Mental 

Disease Monographs: Series no. 3. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 

Publishing Co.: New York; 76. 

I was but the instrument 

I could mention several instances of the same kind, when the power of the Spirit came upon me, 
and, opening my mouth, sang in beautiful tones words of purity, kindness and consolation. I was 
subdued and humbled; it was not my doing—the words, the ideas even, were wholly unthought 
of by me, or at least I was unconscious of thinking them:  

Et, quoniam Deus ora movet, sequar ora moventum  
Rite Deum  

Ovid’s description of the inspiration of Pythagoras tallied with my experience. This voice was 
given to me, but I was not the master of it; I was but the instrument I could not use it at my own 
command, but solely at the command of the Spirit that guided me 

46. Bateson G (ed) (1962) Perceval’s Narrative. The Hogarth Press: London; 19. 
47. Perceval J (1838) A narrative of the treatment experienced by a gentleman during 

a state of mental derangement, designed to explain the causes and the nature of 

insanity. Effingham Wilson: London. 

48. Perceval J (1840) as above. 

By telepathy and imagination they control me 

And I am not insane but I am a perfectly sane man who is imprisoned in the most detestable 
insane asylum most unjustly and for no reason whatsoever … The inmates, here, hate me 
extremely because I am sane and they always do their best to keep me here. They succeeded 
wonderfully and that is why I am here. In order to keep me here … (5) By telepathy and 
imagination, they force me to say orally whatever they desire, whenever they desire and as long as 
they desire. I never said a word of my own. I never created a thought or image of my own … (7) 
By their imagination daily and continuously, they absolutely control the motion and mouvement 
of my body and every part of it. (8) When they force me to talk to anybody, they control, by their 
imagination and telepathy, the speech and behaviour of that person. (9) Also when a person talks 
to me, they control that person as well as myself. 

49. Arieti S (1974) Interpretation of Schizophrenia, 2nd edition. Basic Books, Inc.: 

New York; 404–405. 

My fingers are diverted  

Schreber spent two significant periods of time in asylums between 1893 and 1911 with what 

would now be called schizophrenia. His presiding belief was that he was in contact with God 

through a system of rays and nerves. This contact gave rise to an array of experiences, 

including miracles and curses which affected his volition. He describes doing things he did 

not want to but which were still under his control and other actions which were forced upon 

him entirely outside his control.  

In this excerpt he reports staying still of his own will even though it was not his own idea: 

My outward life was extremely monotonous during that time … I mainly sat motionless the 

whole day on a chair at my table … even in the garden I preferred to remain seated always in the 

same spot, and was only occasionally urged by the attendants to walk about, really against my will 



 

 

 

… All the same the main reason for my immobility was not so much the actual lack of means of 

occupation but that I considered absolute passivity almost a religious duty. Although this idea 

did not originate spontaneously in me but was induced by the voices that talked to me, I kept it 

up myself for a time until I realized that it was purposeless. (134–135) 

Command hallucinations 

Schreber says that because he valued piano playing it was cursed and he was made to lose 

control of his movements 

Playing the piano in particular was and still is of immense value to me … During piano-playing 

the nonsensical twaddle of the voices which talk to me is drowned … Piano-playing therefore 

was and still is one of the main objects of curses … The difficulties which were put in my way 

defy description. My fingers are paralyzed, the direction of my gaze is changed in order to 

prevent me finding the correct keys, my fingers are diverted on to wrong keys, the tempo is 

quickened by making the muscles of my fingers move prematurely; all these were and still are 

daily occurrences. Even the piano itself was frequently the object of miracles and strings were 

broken (luckily much more rarely in recent years). In 1897 alone the bill for broken piano strings 

amounted to no less than 86 marks. (157–158) 

Schreber describes how insects were spontaneously generated in his field of vision: flies, 

wasps, bumble-bees did not fly towards him by accident but “are newly created for my sake 

each time” (218): 

As often as an insect of the mentioned species appears, a miracle simultaneously affects the 

direction of my gaze; … My eye-muscles are therefore influenced to move in a certain direction so 

that my glance must fall on things just created … The objective reality of this event cannot be 

doubted after thousandfold repetition; why should I have the slightest wish to pay particular 

attention to any fly, wasp or butterfly, etc., which happens to appear around me. One will not in 

any case dispute that I must know myself whether my eyes are pulled towards an indifferent object 

or whether I look at something interesting around me of my own will. (219) 

50. Schreber (2000, 1955) Memoirs of my Nervous Illness. Intro. Rosemary Dinnage; 

Trans. and ed. Ida Macalpine & Richard A. Hunter. New York Review of Books: 

New York. 

Schreber’s Memoirs have been the focus of much academic discussion, including works by:  

51. Freud S (1911) Psychoanalytishe Bemerkungen über einen autobiographisch 

beschriebenen Fall von Paranoia (Dementia Paranoides). Jahrbuch für 

psychoanalytische und psychopathologische Forschungen 3: (1). 

52. Freud S (2003) The Schreber Case, trans. Andrew Webber, intro. Colin Maccabe. 

Penguin Books: London. 

53. Sass LA (1994) The Paradoxes of Delusion. Cornell University Press: Ithaca and 

London. 

It wasn’t me pressing the buttons 

This gentleman described a number of actions which he said were not of his doing. 



 

 

 

Years ago, operating the till, my fingers kept pressing the wrong buttons. I was doing the job and 
I thought: “This isn’t me.” I knew it wasn’t me pressing the buttons. Because my hand [was] 
going off, pressing the wrong damn button. I started to laugh. 

I got thrown about on the bed, literally three of four times, from inside the stomach, for no 
reason at all, literally the stomach went up in the air three or four times. Then all of a sudden, 
nothing. I started to laugh. It wasn’t painful, it was a shock to the system. When you are up 
against a force different to your own you have to laugh. 

I was just walking as normal through the town centre and all of a sudden it was a thrown off 
balance. As if somebody pushed you. I laughed and kept walking. It happened again about six 
times. I felt it. I know I never staggered, I didn’t feel any mental imbalance or dizziness, literally 
it felt like a push. It was quite a lot of movement. There is nothing you could do, [it was] literally 
like somebody pushing me. 

I wouldn’t get off a chair and force myself to walk and not stop. I want to sit down. I wanted to 
stop. I wasn’t making me walk. I wasn’t thinking at all about walking. [I] wanted to lie down, but 
I couldn’t. [There is] nothing more powerful on this planet than what made me walk. [It was] the 
most horrendous experience I’ve gone through to be out of control that much. Your body is not 
your own. [It was the] most frightening experience I’ve ever imagined. [It’s] totally out of your 
hands, you can’t do a damn thing about it. (#68) 

Somebody else was using my hand 

I felt a kind of tingling or numbness in my arm, and my whole arm felt warm right up to the 
shoulder … I had the feeling that someone was trying to get my attention. Without knowing 
why, I picked up a pencil and a pad that were lying on the table near my bed. My hand began to 
write in another handwriting and it was strangely familiar but I knew it was not my own. I 
realized that somebody else was using my hand, and I said: “Will you identify yourself?” And 
they did. I was much surprised to find that it was my father who had passed away. 

54. Festinger L, Riecken HW, & Schacter S (1964, 1956) When Prophecy Fails. 

Harper & Row, Publishers Inc.: New York; 33. 

INFLUENCES PLAYING ON THE BODY 

Influences playing on the body can be hard to distinguish from somatic illusions and 

delusions. Both may be reported as sensations produced on or in the body by others. 

Influences are classed as a passivity phenomenon and as such said to be imposed on the 

subject who feels that he is being controlled and forced to submit to external agents. 

Schneider talks of physical interference which is often attributed to devices, rays, hypnosis 

and suchlike. The notion of interference fits with the idea that “made” sensations are invasive 

and oppressive. 

55. Taylor MA & Heiser JF (1971) Phenomenology: an alternative approach to the 

diagnosis of mental disease. Comprehensive Psychiatry 12(5): 480–486, 483. 

56. Schneider (1959): 97. 

The difference between influences and physical sensations which are not “made,” may be a 

matter of degree rather than kind, that is, of the extent to which the subject feels imposed 

upon. Another may be the source of the imposition: influences being exerted from within and 

physical sensations being induced from without.  



 

 

 

The distinction can be traced back to the religious concepts of obsession and possession. 

Obsession now refers to an alteration in the experience of thinking but it comes from the 

Latin obsidere meaning besiege or beset. It was one of two particular ways in which evil 

spirits could assault people: from the outside (obsession) or from the inside (possession). 

57. Cutting J (1997) Principles of Psychopathology. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 

344–345. 

58. Berrios GE (1996) The History of Mental Symptoms. Cambridge University Press: 

Cambridge; 142. 

59. James I, King of England (1597) Dæmonologie. Printed by Robert Walde-graue. 

Reprinted: 

60. James I, King of England (2009) Dæmonologie. Dodo Press: Slough; 49. 

61. Thomas K (1971) Religion and the Decline of Magic. Penguin Books: London; 

569–570. 

Jaspers says that the word possession is used of a great variety of experiences. These include 

hypostasized voices talking to the patient, compulsive phenomena, and alien sensations. Of 

the latter he says: “In older times the devil poked people in the ribs; nowadays patients are 

maltreated by electrical apparatus.” This description is equivocal between somatic illusions 

and delusions and “made” sensations. 

62. Jaspers K (1963): 734. 

Electrical machines are cited as a means by which external agents both influence people and 

induce physical sensations. Strindberg and Natalya A. both report unpleasant sensations 

caused by malign powers. He describes being obliged to act, whilst she talks of being 

manipulated. Strindberg’s sees his sensations as being a feature of a more wide-ranging 

attempt on his life and adduces evidence for this view from day-to-day happenings. Natalya 

A.’s account is seemingly more circumscribed and bizarre. 

Persecuted by enemies who employed electricity 

Strindberg kept a diary from February 21, 1896 to July 11, 1908. In this diary he recorded a 

number of strange experiences. The following entries were written when Strindberg had 

grown afraid that an attempt was being made on his life. He was in a state of unease and 

tension, interpreting everyday happenings in a sinister light. He experienced bodily 

sensations which he attributed to an electric current passed through him by his enemies. 

These recurred even when he fled to a different hotel. 

For three hours I lay awake, unable to get to sleep … An uneasy sensation began to creep over 
me. I was being subjected to an electric current, passing between the two rooms on either side of 
mine. The tension increased still more and, in spite of the resistance I put up I was obliged to get 
out of bed, I had only one thought in my mind: “Someone is killing me! I will not be killed!” … 
(175)  

[He moved rooms, ending up beneath that of his enemy] As I was drawing together the curtains of the 
recess I heard the enemy above my head get out of bed and drop some heavy object into a 
portmanteau, the lid of which he locked. So there must be something he wanted to hide; an 
electric machine perhaps? (176) 

[In a new hotel] Things began to happen that made me uneasy and I was oppressed by the same 
disagreeable sensations as before. It all began when objects whose purpose I could not possibly 



 

 

 

explain were heaped up in the room next to mine … empty packing cases, sheets of iron, and 
other objects that I could not identify. (178) 

My uneasiness was increased by the visible alterations that had been made in the room next to 
mine … On the mantelpiece of the stove were piles of metal plates separated by wooden slats. A 
photograph album, or some other book, had been placed on top of each pile, clearly in order to 
lend an appearance of innocence to these diabolical machines, which I would describe as being 
like batteries. (180) 

I awoke. A clock in the house struck two, a door was shut, and I was drawn from my bed as if by 
a vacuum pump that was sucking at my heart. Hardly had my feet touched the floor that a stream 
of electricity was discharged upon the nape of my neck, pressing me to the ground. I struggled 
up, grabbed my clothes, and tore out into the garden, a prey to the most horrible palpitations. 
(182) 

[He moved again] In the evening I observed two men leaning against the garden wall, spying on our 
villa and indicating my window by gestures. The idea that I was being persecuted by enemies 
who employed electricity began to obsess me again … [Expecting an attack later that night] At last 
the clock struck two. Nothing happened. I became arrogant and, to provoke my invisible 
enemies … I challenged the unknown with these words: “Here I am you fools!” (185) 

An emanation, that might have been electrical, made itself felt. It was very slight at first. I looked 
at the compass that I had by me to provide evidence, but it showed not the least variation; 
therefore there could be no electricity about. All the same, the tension increased and my heart 
began to beat rapidly. I put up a resistance, but in a flash my body was charged with a fluid that 
suffocated me and drained my heart … I tried to force myself to sleep. But now a discharge like 
a cyclone fell upon me and tore me from my bed. The hunt was on once more … Wherever I 
went, the furies sought me out. Mental agony got the better of me, an unreasoning terror of 
everything and of nothing had me in its grip. (185–186) 

63. Strindberg A (1979) Inferno/From an Occult Diary, trans. Mary Sandbach. 

Penguin Books: London. 

Predelusional states 

Delusional mood 

Delusional misinterpretations 

Persecutory delusions 

Under the influence of an electrical machine 

Tausk reports the experiences of a patient called Natalya A. who had influences on the body 

in the form of physical sensations and effects produced in her by an electrical machine. 

She declares that for six and a half years she has been under the influence of an electrical 
machine made in Berlin, though this machine’s use was prohibited by the police. It has the form 
of a human body, indeed the patient’s own form, though not in all details … The trunk (torso) 
has the shape of a lid, resembling the lid of a coffin and is lined with silk or velvet. Regarding the 
limbs two significant explanations are given. At the first interview she described them as entirely 
natural parts of the body. A few weeks later these limbs were not placed on the coffin in their 
natural form but were merely drawn on it in two dimensions, in the position they would occupy 
in the natural state of the body … She has practically nothing to report about the head.  

The patient does not know definitely how the machine is to be handled, neither does she know 
how it is connected with her; but she vaguely thinks that it is by means of telepathy. 



 

 

 

The outstanding fact about the machine is that it is being manipulated by someone in a certain 
manner, and everything that occurs to it happens also to her. When someone strikes the 
machine, she feels the blow in the corresponding part of her body. The ulcer (lupus) now 
present on her nose was first produced on the nose of the machine, and some time later the 
patient herself became afflicted with it. The inner parts of the machine consist of electric 
batteries, which are supposed to represent the internal organs of the body. 

Those who handle the machine produce a slimy substance in her nose, disgusting smells, dreams, 
thoughts, feelings and disturb her while she is thinking, reading or writing. 

At an earlier stage, sexual sensations were produced in her through manipulation of the genitalia 
of the machine; but now the machine no longer possesses any genitalia, though why or how they 
disappeared she cannot tell. Ever since the machine lost its genitalia, the patient has ceased to 
experience sexual sensations. 

64. Tausk V (1950) On the origin of the influencing machine in schizophrenia. In: The 

Psychoanalytic Reader, ed. Robert Fleiss. Hogarth Press: London; 40–41. See 

also: 

65. Sass LA (1987) Introspection, schizophrenia and the fragmentation of self: 

Representations 19: 1–34, 5, quoting: 

66. Tausk V (1919) On the origin of the influencing machine in schizophrenia. 

Reprinted in Psychoanalytic Quarterly (1933) 2: 529–530. 

Pain wherever he is circulating 

This gentleman says that someone is causing him physical pain by means of radio beams sent 

to pickups implanted in his body. These implants are also used to make him fall over and to 

record his conversations. So this idea is at the center of a nexus of ramified beliefs. 

I went to the doctor, the brain felt as if it was coming right down into my mouth, my sense of 
balance went and I was falling all over the place in the surgery. It’s done by radio, beams of radio 
beams. [How do you know?] It’s sent out to the little points in your head and in your body where 
he’s got the pickups for it. You feel it, pain all over your body, wherever he’s circulating at that 
moment. If it’s your legs or your feet you get your feet hurting or your legs, or your crotch, anus 
or kidney. I’ve got implanted in me a pickup, he must tape record [us], he can hear us now by 
this pickup that’s implanted in my head. Some of the tapes he’s been using they’ve been made up 
so as people around me believe what he tells them. He must have tapes because all these things 
he’s getting tapes ready for my demise to give them to the Freemasons to put him in the clear. 
He gets them doctored, to change things [I’ve said] to get me into trouble. And he gives me a 
hell of a load of pain. Sometimes you go to walk along and he does it just there [indicating groin] so 
you fall down just where you are. The other day he got me in the stomach. You can tell it’s from 
him with the heat. There is no physical explanation, because of the heat and the exact place. If it 
was in all the intestine it would be all the intestine [that hurt], but it’s just there [pointing to 
suprapubic area] He’s in control of my movements. Sometimes he makes me go flying by taking 
the use of the leg with the wires. They’re implanted in me. If you did a scan without him 
knowing you’d find out, like the wires in my head. If you had something that would scan that 
[pointing to the top of his head] and see the little hole in the skull. [What if he knew?] He’d get the wires 
out double quick. He’d put them back in after you’d had the scan like he did last time. That’s 
how you can tell he can hear what I’m saying. When you say scan or something like that he’s well 
prepared for it [Why’s he doing it?] Because I know too much about the Freemasons. (#97) 

 



 

 

 

DELUSIONAL PERCEPTION 

Delusions may develop gradually or they may present suddenly as delusional notions or 

delusional perceptions. The latter are a form of what Jasper calls primary delusions in which 

there is a direct experience of meaning. This can range from something vague to clear 

delusions of reference. Schneider defines delusional perceptions as a two-stage process: the 

perception is normal and unchanged; the abnormal significance attached to it is always 

personal, urgent, important, perhaps a sign or message from another world. There is no 

rational or emotional justification for it. Mellor gives an example of this but notes that 

Matussek challenges the idea that the percept is normal and that there is a two-stage process. 

Patients report a number of variations on the standard theme, including a preceding mood of 

perplexity, subtle changes in the percept, and uncertainty about the meaning of what they 

have perceived. Once the delusional idea is established other experiences may be interpreted 

in light of it. 

67. Jaspers K (1963, 1923) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & 

Marian W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 99. 

68. Schneider K (1959, 1946) Clinical Psychopathology, trans. Marian W Hamilton. 

Grune & Stratton: New York; 104–107. 

69. Mellor CS (1970) First rank symptoms of schizophrenia. British Journal of 

Psychiatry 117: 15–23, 18. 

70. Matussek P (1952): Untersuchungen über die Wahnwahrnehmung. Archiv für 

Psychiatrie und Zeitschrift Neurologie 189: S279–319. 

Jaspers’ world of new meanings 

Two-stage delusional perception 

Matussek on predelusional states 

JASPERS’ WORLD OF NEW MEANINGS 

Jaspers includes a number of states under the umbrella of delusional perceptions including 

feelings of meaningfulness, undefined significance, delusions of reference, and the seeing of 

connections. They are distinguished by emphasizing some features rather than others, but 

they do overlap. Phenomena with similar qualities may also be classified as predelusional 

states.  

71. Jaspers K (1963, 1923) General Psychopathology, 7th edition, trans. J Hoenig & 

Marian W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 99–103. 

Things mean something quite different 

Suddenly things seem to mean something quite different. The patient sees people in uniform in 
the street; they are Spanish soldiers. There are other uniforms; they are Turkish soldiers. Soldiers 
of all kinds are being concentrated here. There is a world war (this was before 1914). Then a man 
in a brown jacket is seen a few steps away. He is the dead Archduke who has resurrected. Two 
people in raincoats are Schiller and Goethe. There are scaffoldings up on some houses; the 
whole town is going to be demolished. 

72. Jaspers (1963): 99. 

The world is changing 



 

 

 

In these examples quoted by Jaspers it is debatable whether the perception is in fact normal 

and unchanged as patients report changes in the quality of what they see. It is a moot point 

whether the beauty of a landscape is part of its genuine appearance, or of the meaning 

attached to it.  

In other cases patients have noticed transfigured faces, unusual beauty of landscape, brilliant 

golden hair, overpowering glory of the sunlight. Something must be going on; the world is 

changing, a new era is starting. Lights are bewitched and will not burn; something is behind it. A 

child is like a monkey; people are mixed up, they are impostors all, they all look unnatural. The 

house-signs are crooked, the streets look suspicious; everything happen so quickly. The dog 

scratches oddly at the door. “I noticed particularly” is the constant remark these patients make, 

though they cannot say why they take particular note of things nor what it is they suspect. First 

they want to get it clear themselves. 

73. Jaspers (1963): 100. 

Predelusional states 

Perceptual experiences 

Distortions of Weltbild 

TWO-STAGE DELUSIONAL PERCEPTION 

Schneider’s criteria for identifying delusional perceptions are quite clear: great significance is 

attached to a normal percept with which it has no understandable connection. Schneider says 

that words, or sentences, or smells can be amongst the genuine percepts which are given 

abnormal significance. The SCAN glossary gives the following three typical examples: 

[S]omeone undergoing a liver biopsy felt, as the needle was inserted, that he had been chosen by 
God.  

A woman getting off a bus on a November night was struck on the forehead by a leaf and 
immediately knew she had been sent to save the world.  

Another woman saw a plane cross the sun and at once knew that alien beings had chosen her for 
their ambassador on earth. 

74. World Health Organization (1992) Schedules for Clinical Assessment in 

Neuropsychiatry (SCAN): Glossary. WHO Division of Mental Health: Geneva; 

134. 

A revelation addressed to me 

A dog lay in wait for me as he sat on the steps of a Catholic convent. He got up on his hindlegs 
and looked at me seriously. He then saluted with his front paw as I approached him. Another 
man was a little way in front of me. I caught up to him hurriedly and asked if the dog had saluted 
him too. An astonished “no” told me I had to deal with a revelation addressed to me.  

75. Schneider (1959): 105. 

He knew he must return home 



 

 

 

A young Irishman was at breakfast with two fellow-lodgers. He felt a sense of unease, that 
something frightening was going to happen. One of the lodgers pushed the salt cellar towards 
him (he appreciated at the time that this was an ordinary salt cellar and his friend’s intention was 
innocent). Almost before the salt cellar reached him he knew that he must return home, “to greet 
the Pope, who is visiting Ireland to see his family and to reward them … because Our Lord is 
going to be born again to one of the women … And because of this they (all the women) are all 
born different with their private parts back to front.”  

76. Mellor (1970): 18.  

As soon as he did it it became important 

At the moment when the doctor was testing his reflexes this gentleman realized that this was 

a sign between them. This delusional perception arises in the context of a preoccupation with 

feet and the delusional notion that people wore shoes because of what he had done.  

[There were] quite a few feet things. Kay sits and wiggles her feet. Her foot movements and my 
thought processes became very connected. Her stomping could make me stop and regroup 
myself. In a sense it was almost like hypnotism, getting me to resonate at the same frequency as 
her. Getting in tune with her female energies. How it felt was when we came in synch there was 
some telepathy. In the beginning this was how we always were. [There was] a conspiracy to part 
male and female, to make this significant ivied between men and women. Here used to be this 
empathetic resonant understanding beyond vocalisation, beyond thoughts, a mood thing. 

I thought we’d been isolated from the earth by shoes and socks. That’s why I wanted to touch 
your feet. A short cut deep resonance thing. I’d set up this thing. There is potentially this 
lightning strike. People were wearing shoes as a consequence of me setting up this lightning 
strike. I had a thought about lightning, suddenly had a thought that I was responsible for 
everyone wearing shoes … Because you didn’t [let me touch your foot] you were refusing to 
understand where I was coming from. 

[In hospital the doctor tested his plantar reflexes by scraping the soles of his feet] As soon as he did it it 
became important. [I thought] he’s grounding me to the earth, this is a sign between us. This was 
an advanced reflexology thing, he was the Asian equivalent of me, the embodiment of Gandhi. 
He was a hawk as well, in his eyes, this eye contact. I had this amazing intensity of thought in my 
head. If I had full eye contact with people it could bring about almost the same madness I had in 
other people. Other people didn’t care so I didn’t look. (#106) 

His intensity of thought amounted to what he called “crystal insight” and this experience is 

recorded in insight and revelation. 

Predelusional states 

Insight and revelation 

Delusional notion 

MATUSSEK ON PREDELUSIONAL STATES 
 

Matussek made a study of the experiential changes in delusional perception. He said that for 

both Jaspers and Schneider it is an important symptom in the diagnosis of schizophrenia. 

Traditionally it is synonymous with abnormal experiences of meaning. Gruhle, and others, 

argued that there was no disorder of perception but only a Zwang zur Symbolerfassung (a 

compulsion to grasp at symbols, or symbolic meaning). But, in the end of world experience 



 

 

 

described by Wetzel there are changes in perception and Berze says that in process 

schizophrenia all psychological functions, including perception, are insufficiently active. 

77. Matussek P (1952) Untersuchungen über die Wahnwahrnehmung. Archiv für 

Psychiatrie und Zeitschrift Neurologie 189: 279–319. 

78. Wetzel A (1922) Das Weltuntergangserlebnis in der Schizophrenic. Zeitschrift für 

die gesamte Neurologie und Psychiatrie 78: 403–428. 

Conrad follows Matussek saying it is necessary to take account of the whole perceptual 

experience including the influence of emotional states.  

79. Conrad K (2012) Die beginnende Schizophrenie. Psychiatrie Verlag: Bonn; 108–

114. Original: 

80. Conrad K (1959) Die beginnende Schizophrenie. Thieme Verlag: Stuttgart. 

Apophany is the word used by Conrad to mark the phase during which new meanings 

become manifest to the patient. Gestalt theorists identify this seeing of new meaning with the 

coming to prominence of particular essential properties. That is not their physical properties 

of size, shape, and so on, but their very nature, the kind of thing they are. Fish says the 

essential Gestalt of objects is expressed in adjectives, such as “a threatening man,” or “a 

sleeping village.”  

Newly emerging properties cast the perceptions in a new light. So, in delusional perception, 

objects and events are given personally significant meaning which they do not warrant. But 

delusional misidentifications can also be apophanous. For example, a familiar person may be 

misidentified because a foreign quality comes to the fore 

81. Fish (1976): 158–159. 

People do things so quickly 

These quotations from Gruhle illustrate ways in which the essential properties are changed in 

acute schizophrenia. 

People do things so swiftly, so hastily, as if they are doing them of one accord. 
The sky was so dark, it lies so deep and so heavy underneath. 
The sun is shining so differently, much lighter than it was before, like when it shines on just one 
place. 
The cars roar so much, the railway wagons and the track crunch so, as if they have not been 
oiled. 

82. Matussek (1952): 282, trans. VY Allison-Bolger & J Carruthers. Quoting: 

83. Gruhle HW (1932) Bumkes Handbuch der Geisteskrankhenheiten: IX. Springer: 

Berlin. 

I thought he was trying to influence me 

Schneider’s classification of first-rank symptoms is atheoretical but his examples of 

delusional perceptions include misidentifications. 

My son is under the spell of a blacksmith who has hypnotised him. I had just visited my boy in 
Köln and as I stood below the station a woman came up and said the train was up there. I ran 
and as I got into the train I saw it was the wrong one for Lennep. I travelled to Ohlings and back 
again to Köln-Deutz. In the train sat a man and I thought he was trying to influence me; he 



 

 

 

looked so oddly at me I thought, “What a queer creature”; I thought he was the blacksmith. He 
must have dyed his hair as he had been fair. I think the woman at the station had got me into the 
wrong train at his request so that I would meet him. I am sure he had me already under his spell. 
It is all very queer. A week ago I went to the doctor and sat in the waiting room; there was a 
stranger there; he could have been the smith; I should have got his name and address. 

84. Schneider (1959): 105. 

It immediately struck him 

In this example the patient is struck by the essential qualities of what he sees. Here the patient 

is gripped by the untamed, uninhibited nature of the animals he encounters, and by his own 

newfound ability to feel it.  

On the way out of the village he noticed a dirty dog that jumped about wildly and barked loudly. 
The picture of such a natural and uninhibited animal struck him forcefully. He should be as 
happy as the dog. As he stayed in the spot to urinate the dog suddenly stopped barking and 
walked quietly around him and finally in the same spot “performed his business.” That seemed 
strange and peculiar to R. “This beast that was leaping about so wildly and uninhibitedly has 
suddenly become totally quiet as I performed my business and even more, in exactly the same 
place. It seemed to me that had an instinct that I did not belong in town and he wanted to tell 
me through the appropriate gesture.” 

A short while later he came to a paddock where a foal was jumping to and fro with impetuous 
joy. It immediately struck him with its untamed nature and he went up to it. The foal suddenly 
stopped cavorting and came up to him as he called it. It became totally calm and tame and 
allowed itself to be stroked. “I cannot tell you doctor, how that impressed me. The primal dog 
on which I had a calming effect, and now on this untamed and natural horse. Apparently the 
animals must sense that I am an animal loving man.” 

He lingered a while stroking and caressing the foal and then went on his way full of these two 
encounters: “It was their genuine and primal nature that gripped me and made me happy, and 
the discovery of what an effect I can have on these animals. I was then compelled to think about 
the place names of this area. Today I can’t remember them all but Erding (earth) and Freising 
(free) and suchlike. The area also had something natural about it. The place names themselves 
radiated this spirit of being bound to nature.”  

At this moment he met a hunched old woman whose appearance gripped his heart. “I cannot 
express why it moved me so deeply, she was so natural and unspoiled, untamed by civilised life. I 
found it especially peculiar and surprising that at this moment I could so immediately and 
accurately grasp the character of this woman when it is otherwise not the case. Often I can stand 
before a person for an hour and it takes me great effort before I have any access to their inner 
nature. In other words I must say that I had much sharper senses [Sinne—understanding, feeling] 
than usual.” The feelings of joy rose in him and an atmosphere of homeliness spread all over the 
landscape. It came to him that he was at his home in Silesia. For there also people were so 
uninhibited, so real, so far from the strictures of civilisation and so generous and accepting as the 
old woman. 

A short while later he threw a good ham sandwich into the water to feed the fishes in the little 
stream. “What I did was actually senseless, I did not know when I would again get something to 
eat, also I was very hungry. The encounter with the dog, the foal, the old woman, the whole 
landscape had so impressed me that I believed I must give an offering to nature. I had to laugh at 



 

 

 

myself. Why I with my hungry belly threw the ham sandwich my wife had so lovingly prepared 
to the fishes.” 

85. Mattusek (1952): 289–291, trans. VY Allison-Bolger & J Carruthers. 

Senseless acts 

The end of the world had come 

A schizophrenic patient reported after his psychosis had subsided that his attention had been 
attracted by the gently swaying cord of a light switch on the wall. He had failed to notice that the 
cord had been touched by someone else just before. “What on earth is this?” he thought. He 
stared at the cord on the wall. Even when turning his head to look at the cord from all sides, his 
eyes remained fixed on the cord. And suddenly he had the impression that it was not the cord 
which was moving to and fro but the wall. He then concluded that the end of the world had 
come … “I could have gone to the wall to confirm the veracity of my awful impressions. Instead 
I stayed where I was and stared spell-bound at this remarkable picture. I was not concerned to 
confirm the impression. I would say it was more convenient to keep looking. If I had wanted to 
change my position I would have had to make an enormous effort of will.” 

86. Matussek P (1952) Untersuchungen über die Wahnwahrnehmung, trans. 1987 by 

H. Marshall, as “Studies in Delusional Perception.” In: The Clinical Roots of the 

Schizophrenia Concept, ed. J Cutting and M Shepherd. Cambridge University 

Press: Cambridge; 104–134 (93, original 305). 

 


