
 

 

 

SECTION TWO 

HALLUCINATIONS 

Esquirol’s predecessors studied hallucinations only in the context of ideas belonging to the 

sense of sight. Esquirol applied the term to other sensations saying that: “A person is said to 

labor [sic] under a hallucination, or to be a visionary, who has a thorough conviction of the 

perception of a sensation, when no external object, suited to excite this sensation, has 

impressed the senses.” The talk of ideas and convictions points to his opinion that 

hallucinations were a form of false belief. 

1. Esquirol JED (1845) Mental Maladies: A Treatise on Insanity, trans. EK Hunt. 

Lea & Blanchard: Philadelphia, PA; 93 

2. Berrios GE (1996) The History of Mental Symptoms: Descriptive 

Psychopathology Since the Nineteenth Century. Cambridge University Press: 

Cambridge; 35, 37. 

Hallucinations are now regarded as disorders of perception. Thus, Jaspers defines 

hallucinations proper as: “actual false perceptions which are not in any way distortions of real 

perceptions but spring up on their own as something quite new and occur simultaneously with 

and alongside real perceptions.” 

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

W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 66. 

Classically auditory hallucinations of speech are said to be indistinguishable from ordinary 

perceptions of real voices but there are intermediate or ambiguous cases. Thus speakers can 

report hearing sounds that are not voices, snippets of speech, and mumblings that are hard to 

make out. These sounds may be taken as coming from outside or from inside the body. Some 

of these are classified as pseudohallucinations on the grounds that they lack qualities of 

reality, being more like imagery, or because the subject knows them to be of morbid origin.  

4. Sims A (1988) Symptoms in the Mind: An Introduction To Descriptive 

Psychopathology. Baillière Tindall: London; 67. 

5. Sedman G (1966a) A comparative study of pseudohallucinations, imagery and 

true hallucinations. British Journal of Psychiatry 112: 9–17. 

Pseudohallucinations 

Telling the difference 

Auditory awarenesses 

PSEUDOHALLUCINATIONS 

The category of pseudohallucinations is problematic because of differences in the way in 

which they are defined. Kandinsky coined the term and Jaspers set out to distinguish them 

from hallucinations proper with which they had been confused. He says they are a special 

kind of imagery experienced in visual and auditory modalities as inner pictures and voices. 

Jaspers identifies two absolute distinctions between imagery and perception. Percepts have a 

character of objectivity (Leibhaftigkeit) and appear in external objective space. Images are 

figurative and appear in inner subjective space (Bildhaftigheit). Other characteristics used by 



 

 

 

Jaspers to distinguish perception and imagery include images being less vivid than normal 

perceptions and dependent on our will. However, these differences are not clear-cut and there 

is an “infinite variety of image-phenomena.” 

6. Kandinsky V (1885) Kritische und klinische Betragtrachtungen im Gebiet der 

Sinnestäuschungen. Archives of Psychiatry (D) 11: 453 (Berlin). Quoted in: 

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

W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 68, 69–70. Original: 

8. Jaspers K (1913) Allgemeine Psychopathologie. Springer Verlag: Berlin. 

The SCAN glossary does not use the term pseudohallucination saying that it can be used of 

internal hallucinations but also in other ways. Internal hallucinations have Jasperian features 

of both imagery and perception. Like perceptions they are vivid and concrete and cannot be 

readily provoked or altered at will. Like images they lack external projection being located in 

the mind, head, or ears. 

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

Neuropsychiatry (SCAN). WHO Division of Mental Health: Geneva; 115.  

Despite Jaspers’ insistence that hallucinations have the quality of real perceptions whilst 

images do not, Cutting says attenuation of reality is not a good way of distinguishing between 

them. Aggernæs identified a range of factors contributing to the experienced reality of 

phenomena. He found that Jaspers’ absolute rule that images are located in internal and 

perceptions in external space did not hold. Nayani and David found that people with 

schizophrenia were equally likely to say their voices originated internally as externally. Other 

authors found that identifying an external source had no bearing on whether the voice was 

held to be real or not.  

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

Hemispheres. Oxford University Press: Oxford; 81–82, 87–88. 

11. Aggernæs A (1972) The experienced reality of hallucinations and other 

psychological phenomena: an empirical analysis. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica 

48; 220–238. 

12. Nayani TH & David AS (1996) The auditory hallucination: a phenomenological 

survey. Psychological Medicine 26: 177–189.  

13. Junginger J & Frame CL (1985) Self-report of the frequency and phenomenology 

of verbal hallucinations. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 173: 149–155. 

Unlike Jaspers, Bleuler says that pseudohallucinations can be distinguished by the patient’s 

attitude to them, rather than because of any special phenomenal properties. He notes that in 

the visual sphere “true” pseudohallucinations are the most frequent type of sensory 

disturbance. These are distinct visions which are projected to the outside and recognized as 

hallucinations by the patient.  

14. Bleuler E (1950) Dementia Praecox or the Group of Schizophrenia, trans. Joseph 

Zinkin. International Universities Press: New York; 113. 

Sedman defines pseudohallucinations as hallucinations which are perceived through the 

senses but recognized by the patient as not being veridical. Thus, even though they are 

appreciated through the sense organs they are not taken for true percepts. They include both 

visual and auditory experiences. 



 

 

 

15. Sedman G (1966a) A comparative study of pseudohallucinations, imagery and 

true hallucinations: British Journal of Psychiatry 112: 9–17, 11. 

In the midst of this infinite variety Hare wonders whether the term is best abandoned. 

However he devises his own scheme based on the distinction between the experience of a 

sensation and the manner in which it is interpreted. This is shown in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 Hare’s classification of sensory experiences and their interpretation  
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A 
e.g., when a recently bereaved 

person hears his name called by 

the deceased but after a moment 

realizes he hasn’t really heard it 

C 
e.g., tinnitus, fortification spectra 

of migraine and epileptic aura 

MORBID B 
difficult to demonstrate because 

the morbid interpretation would 

suggest a psychiatric condition 

making it hard to be sure there is 

a normal subjective experience 

D 
e.g., person with schizophrenia 

believes the voices he hears are 

those of others and does not 

abandon his claim 

As the term pseudo- usually means false or deceptive, Hare defines pseudohallucination as a 

phenomenon which at first sight might be taken for a hallucination. He defines a 

hallucination as: “a subjective sensory experience which is of morbid origin and interpreted 

in a morbid way” rather than as a perception in the absence of an external stimulus. Saying 

that Groups A, B, and C will not be mistaken for hallucinations he says that the term pseudo-

hallucinations may be applied to subjective experiences consequent on functional psychiatric 

disorder which are interpreted in a non-morbid way. This does cause some confusion with 

Group C phenomena, tinnitus so on, which are also morbid experiences interpreted normally. 

These various phenomena can be dealt with without recourse to the concept of 

pseudohallucinations. Hare quotes Freedman and Caplan who note that hallucinations may be 

perceived: with great intensity or as whispers or shadows; as originating in the outside world 

or within the body; and, as images and words which are distinct or blurred. Thus: “They 

shade off from unmistakable sensory experiences at one extreme, through vivid imaginations 

and inspired thoughts, to ordinary thoughts and ideas at the other extreme.” 

16. Hare EH (1973) A short note on pseudo-hallucinations. British Journal of 

Psychiatry 122: 469–476. 

17. Freedman HM & Caplan HI (1967) Comprehensive Textbook of Psychiatry. 

Williams and Wilkins: Baltimore, MD; 567. 

TELLING THE DIFFERENCE 

Esquirol says that the hallucinated person believes that persons and things are present to him 

when they exist only in his imagination or memory. He says that the habit of associating 

sensations with the objects that produce them lends a reality to these imaginings. At the start 



 

 

 

of the disorder the hallucinations may be “fugitive and confused” but as it progresses they 

come to be seen and heard as distinctly and completely as actual sensations. Whilst saying 

that hallucinations proper are false perceptions, Jaspers also notes that they occur alongside 

real perceptions. 

18. Esquirol JED (1845, 1838) Mental Maladies: A Treatise on Insanity, trans. EK 

Hunt. Lea and Blanchard: Philadelphia, PA; 106, 107, 109. 

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

Marian W Hamilton. Manchester University Press: Manchester; 66. 

Spitzer says that clinical experience shows that most patients can distinguish between their 

perceptual and their hallucinatory experiences. He says that the phrase “hearing voices” is not 

one used to describe ordinary audition and notes that Wernicke says it was invented by 

patients to describe an experience that both is and is not like hearing other people talking. 

20. Spitzer M (1994) The basis of psychiatric diagnosis. In: Philosophical 

Perspectives on Psychiatric Diagnostic Classification, eds. John Z Sadler, 

Osborne P Wiggins, & Michael A Schwartz. Johns Hopkins University Press: 

Baltimore, MD; 166–167. 

21. Wernicke C (1906) Grundri der Psychiatrie in Klinischen Vorlesungen, 2nd 

edition. Thieme: Leipzig. 

Van den Berg says that patients with schizophrenia are well aware of the difference in nature 

between their hallucinations and perceptions and imaginings. He quotes a list of names which 

Gruhle found that patients gave to their voices: language-magic; secret language; painful 

long-distance conversation; cold castigation language; grand onanism concert; and, deadly 

language.  

22. Van den Berg (1982) On hallucinating: critical-historical overview and guidelines 

for further study: In: Phenomenology and Psychiatry, eds. AJJ De Konong & FA 

Jenner. Academic Press: London, 105. 

23. Gruhle HW (1929) Psychologie des Abnormen: In: Handbuch der vergleichende 

Psychologie. Springer: Berlin. 

A dirty madam 

She heard the voices of her neighbours criticizing her, calling her names or passing remarks such 
as “She is a dirty madam.” Whilst in hospital she believed that there were microphones listening 
in to her and that one of the doctors was hypnotizing her. During the latter months of her illness 
she experienced on one occasion a voice which she said she “heard with her mind” [sic]. She was 
cleaning a carpet at the time, and the voice which sounded very much like her grandmother’s of 
whom she had been thinking, said “Never mind, it will get done.” She recognized that this was 
her imagination, in contrast to the symptoms measured above, which she regarded as real events. 

24. Sedman G (1966c) “Inner voices”: phenomenological and clinical aspects. British 

Journal of Psychiatry 112: 485–490, 486. 

A retributive illness 

Most of the time I am awful, periodically and permanently. I have low energy, debility, a 
combination of neurotic things and schizophrenic. Sometimes it’s a neurotic thing, energy 
blockages something like that. Some of this goes back to the past, past lives. It’s a controversial 
thing to say, I am in danger of being suspect. Attempts of black magic over me, curses over me. 



 

 

 

You get past life revelations in connection with arguments or disputes, in connection with past 
lives or what they were about. The purpose of this life is to pull yourself around and get rid of all 
the damage. Some esoteric authorities believe schizophrenia is a retributive illness, you’ve missed 
certain spiritual opportunities. I don’t know absolutely for certain, I’m still experimenting. Over 
the past year coming out with it all. It reveals through the soul. It’s like any other voice. A voice 
with a higher soul. The voice you hear in schizophrenia is a retributive of your own higher soul. 
Inward voices, not schizophrenic voices. The prompting of your own inner self. Sometimes the 
voices are me. Sometimes people I’ve known from the past. Our soul communicates with its 
personality. We experience a lot of reminiscences of experiences. More mind thoughts like, voice 
of intuition, voice of conscience in a more concrete way, rather than a physical voice or sound. 
[A communication rather than a sound?] That’s what I’d take it to be. I’m between 50–60% convinced 
that’s the truth. That it is a real metaphysical experience rather than a psychotic experience [How 
do you distinguish?] That’s very difficult, you’ve got to experience both things yourself, 
schizophrenia and correct development.” (#84) 

They generally call it hearing voices in the hospital 

I’m not exactly sure where they’re coming from, a continuous voice in my head all the time. It’s a 
bit upsetting. [They say] just the usual commonplace things, not to smoke. I regard it as being 
outside, because of the effect it has. I hear it through my ears. It’s not exactly clear, a bit sketchy 
in what it says. More or less a routine, to stop smoking, don’t drink, of course, don’t eat too 
much. [It says nice things] from time to time, to look after myself, to be tactful and caring when 
speaking. It’s more or less a voice, not a man or a woman. I’m accustomed to it, just a voice. 

It may be my own thoughts. It’s just what they generally call it, hearing voices, in the hospital. It 
could by my own thought. I think I refer to it as a voice. People in hospital say hearing voices, 
I’m hearing voices in a similar sense to what they say.  

[The voice] regards things more seriously. I can’t stop them or start them. I can stop and start 
my own thoughts. I have said at times I couldn’t do. I had to think accustomed thoughts like 
having clothes, having accommodation and meals … I don’t really feel that people check my 
thoughts or are in control of my mind or speaking. I thought of [telepathy] also. Being a usual 
type of person, well, I think people more or less understand what I think and even what I’ll do. 
[It’s] ordinary prediction. Not mind-reading.  

[Do you have thoughts taken out of you mind?] For a while the voices were like that. They were 
dubious, I was septic [sic] of them. They affected my mind, in a way, physically, by going to 
sections of my mind and taking my thoughts away. I feel stressed hearing the voices. The voices 
were taking my thoughts away. [How did you know?] Thinking [is] acceptable. The voice appeared 
to be confident. What was regarded, what the voice was saying. [The] reaction affected my mind, 
affected my brain, by their outwardness, outlandishness, by saying that they would do it.” (#134) 

Command hallucinations 

Thought withdrawal 

AUDITORY AWARENESSES 

Bleuler reports that: “Patients are not always sure that they are actually hearing the voices or 

whether they are only compelled to think them. There are ‘such vivid thoughts’ which are 

called ‘voices’ by the patients. At other times they are ‘audible thoughts,’ or ‘soundless 

voices.’ These are two expressions which may perhaps mean the same thing and certainly 

signify very closely related phenomena.” 



 

 

 

25. Bleuler E (1950, 1911) Dementia Praecox or the Group of Schizophrenias, trans. 

Joseph Zinkin. International Universities Press: New York. 

Spitzer follows Merleau-Ponty in saying that patients may use perceptual language because 

they do not know how else to describe their experiences. Furthermore, he notes Wernicke’s 

remarks that we do not ordinarily talk of “hearing voices” and this phrase may have been 

invented by patients to indicate that their experience was somehow alike and somehow unlike 

ordinary hearing of speech. 

26. Spitzer M (1994) The basis of psychiatric diagnosis. In: Philosophical 

Perspectives on Psychiatric Diagnostic Classification, eds. John Z Sadler, 

Osbourne P Wiggins & Michael A Schwartz: Johns Hopkins Press: Baltimore, 

MD; 163–177, 166–167. 

27. Merleau-Ponty M (1966) Phenomenologie der Wahrnehmung. De Gruyter: Berlin. 

28. Merleau-Ponty M (1962 English edition, 1945 first publication) Phenomenology 

of Perception, trans. Colin Smith. Routledge Classics: London; 389ff. 

29. Wernicke C (1906) Grundri der Psychiatrie in Klinischen Vorlesungen, 2nd 

edition. Leipzig: Thieme. 

Classically there is said to be a clear distinction between false perceptions and false beliefs. 

However, Strauss (1969) says that hallucinations and delusions are continuous with normal 

perceptions and beliefs. Intermediate cases can be difficult to define both for the subject and 

the psychopathologist. For example, many patients: “experience something that is more 

perceptual than just a strange idea but is not quite a voice” (Strauss 1989).  

30. Strauss JS (1969) Hallucinations and delusions as points on continua function. 

Archives of General Psychiatry 21: 581–586. 

31. Strauss JS (1989) Mediating processes in schizophrenia: towards a new dynamic 

psychiatry. British Journal of Psychiatry 155 (suppl 5): 22–28. 

Between hearing and foreboding 

[Voices] At other times they do not appear to the patients as sense perceptions at all; they are 
“voices of conscience,” “voices which do not speak with words,” “voices of dead people,” “false 
voices,” “abortive voices.” A patient said: “it appeared to me in spirit, as though they would find 
fault, without having heard it.” There is an “inner feeling in the soul,” an “inward voice in the 
thoughts”; “it is thought inwardly in me”; it “sounded as if thought”; “it was between hearing 
and foreboding”—in such ways the patients express themselves about these sensory 
disturbances.  

32. Kraepelin E (1919) Dementia Praecox and Paraphrenia, trans. R. Mary Barclay, 

ed. George M Robertson. E&S Livingstone: Edinburgh; 7–8. 

Heard without hearing 

Renee was a young woman diagnosed with schizophrenia who published an account of her 

illness with a commentary by her psychoanalyst Sechehaye. Renee carefully distinguishes a 

series of experiences which evolve into a description of auditory hallucinations: 

At the same time I received orders from the System. I did not hear the orders as voices; yet they 
were as imperious as if uttered in a loud voice. While, for example, I was preparing to do some 
typing, suddenly, without any warning, a force, which was not an impulse but rather resembled a 
command, ordered me to burn my right hand or the building in which I was. (41) 



 

 

 

Adding to the torment, strident noises, piercing cries began to hammer in my head. Their 
unexpectedness made me jump. Nonetheless, I did not hear them as I heard real cries uttered by 
real people. The noises, localized on the right side, drove me to stop up my ears. But I readily 
distinguished them from the noises of reality. I heard them without hearing them, and 
recognized that they arose in me. (42) 

I continued to respond to voices which, though I actually did not hear them, existed nonetheless 
for me. (63) 

After I left hospital I no longer heard Antipiol’s voice. I say “heard” for I do not know what 
other word to use to convey the impression of actually hearing an invisible something occupying 
a corner of the room and saying disagreeable things to which I was obliged to answer. Just the 
same, I did not really hear them. (64) 

I was again being watched, attacked and jeered at by the head of the System, Antipiol. He took 
up his position at the further end near the closet on the right. Mocking voices sneered at me: 
“Ah, ah, wretched creature, eat, eat, only eat, do eat!” They kept urging me to eat, knowing it was 
forbidden and that I would be severely punished if I acceded to their prompting. At these times 
my ear took some part in hearing the voices. This was not so before when I responded to the 
voices without any auditory sensation. Now even though I distinguished them readily from real 
voices, I could say I actually heard them resounding in my room. (67) 

33. Sechehaye M (1951) Autobiography of a Schizophrenic Girl. Grune & Stratton, 

Inc., New York. Page numbers refer to: 

34. Sechehaye M (reprint 1970) Reality Lost and Regained: Autobiography of a 

Schizophrenic Girl. Signet Books/New American Library: New York. 

Thoughts which you hear but not with the ear 

There’s a difference between thoughts and thoughts, two different levels. On one you actually 
hear it but you don’t hear it with your ears. If you put something in your ears—you know you’ve 
not heard it through your ears, it’s not a whisper or—but it would be something like a whisper, 
you know you’ve thought it or it’s come into your head. It’s very quiet. I say voice because I try 
and explain the different levels. When the thought comes to mind, for example, parking the car, 
the thought would be “Oh, parking ticket.” It’s a realisation, it’s not a thought. [With] normal 
thought we go “pass the cup” the brain focusses on the cup, you’re thinking about passing the 
cup. These are there, they come, there’s no connection to them, nobody has told you. It’s 
something which is totally alien to you. That one is powerful, you think “Where did it come 
from?” It’s a very deliberate thought, it’s clear. It’s not a confused thought “Where did I hear 
that?” it’s more “Why the hell did I think that?” That kind of feeling … First off when you hear, 
when you feel it, it’s like a soft, soft, very soft—you could say a whisper, that’s what it feels like, 
but it was dead clear. It stops you in your tracks because you think “Where did that come from? 
Why did I think that?” I know for a fact that one’s like “Keanu Reeve” I would have nothing to 
think of him for. I don’t believe it is [my own thought]. [Because of] the feeling at the time when 
it comes in. (#68) 

Thought insertion 

Inner voices of conscience 

Patient 1. (Female, aged 46) [Patient 16 in 1966b) This lady suffered from recurrent attacks of 
depressive psychosis which had begun at the age of 39 and were accompanied by biological 
features … ideas of guilt and self reproach, depersonalization and hypochondriacal ideas. She 



 

 

 

was observed in her fourth attack. She complained of a voice which she localized in her chest; 
though at times she experienced it as a thought rather than a voice. She recognized that it was 
her thought or voice, and she believed it to be her conscience talking to her. She never expected 
anyone else to hear it, despite the fact that it appeared to her quite loud and clear. During the 
phase of depression the experience occurred frequently, and the content was always of such 
phrases as “You will have to pull yourself together, Mildred.” At no time had schizophrenic 
symptoms been demonstrated. It might be mentioned that her normal capacity to “imagine” in 
the auditory sphere was localized by her as being her “mind” and not in her chest. 

35. Sedman G (1966c) ‘Inner voices’: phenomenological and clinical aspects. British 

Journal of Psychiatry 112: 485–490, 486. 

AUDITORY HALLUCINATIONS  

The voice may be transmitted very far  

The following example from Esquirol has the core features of auditory hallucinations in the 

context of what is now called psychotic depression. MN has definitive auditory 

hallucinations: he hears voices; they speak words he can understand; they whisper in his ear 

suggesting they come from outside his head, like ordinary voices; going aside to hear them 

better shows that he is convinced they are real, as does the fact that he converses with them.  

He says that he is denounced by his domestics, that he is surrounded by spies, that his 

enemies can divine his most secret thoughts, and that he can hear them because instruments 

have been developed which can transmit voices very far. These can be read as persecutory 

delusions, delusions of telepathy or mind-reading and scientific delusional explanations.  

M.N was in 1812 prefect of a large City of Germany, the inhabitants of which rose upon the 
rearguard of the French army in its retreat. The disorder which resulted from these events, and 
the responsibility which rested on the prefect, deprived him of the use of his reason. He 
considered himself accused of high treason and consequently disgraced. In this state of mind he 
cut his throat with a razor. As soon as he had recovered his senses, he hears voices that accuse 
him. Cured of his wound he hears the same voices, and persuades himself that he is surrounded 
with spies. He believes even that his domestics denounce him. These voices are constantly 
repeating in his ear that he has betrayed his trust,—that he is dishonoured, and that he can do 
nothing better than destroy himself. They employ in turn all the languages of Europe, with which 
the sick man is conversant. A single one of those is understood less distinctly, because it borrows 
the Russian idiom, which MN employs with less facility than the others. Among these different 
voices, he hears very clearly that of a lady, who calls upon him to take courage, and entertain 
confidence. He goes aside often the better to hear and understand. He questions and replies, 
provokes, challenges and becomes angry, while addressing those persons whom he believes are 
speaking to him. He is convinced that his enemies, by various means, can divine his most secret 
thoughts, and call to befall him all the evils implied in the threats, reproaches and sinister 
opinions with which they are overwhelming him … He refutes my opinion respecting the causes 
of the voices and calls my attention to the fact that they were accustomed to speak, and who 
replied at a distance. Such advances, said he, have been made in physics, that by the aid of 
instruments the voice may be transmitted very far 

36. Esquirol JED (1845, 1838) Mental Maladies: A Treatise on Insanity, trans. EK 

Hunt. Lea and Blanchard: Philadelphia, PA; 93–96. 

37. Esquirol JED (1965) Mental Maladies: A Treatise on Insanity, trans. EK Hunt. 

Hafner Publishing Company: New York. 



 

 

 

Mind-to-mind communication 

I heard voices a lot. I heard my brother’s voice. He was teasing me as he had when we were 
children. I knew he was in California. Yet I knew I was hearing him in my apartment. Once I 
even heard his voice in the public library. I became convinced that I was hearing his voice 
through mind-to-mind communication. I wrote all kinds of words on cards and would circle 
letters in the words trying to find some code that would explain how I heard my brother’s voice. 
I would talk back to his voice and he would respond 

38. Emmons S, Geiser C, Kaplan KJ, & Harrow M (1997) Living with Schizophrenia. 

Taylor & Francis: Washington, DC; 15. 

From nonsense to sense 

By this time the voices had gotten very clear. At first I’d had to strain to hear or understand 
them. They were soft and working with some pretty tricky codes. Snap-crackle-pops, the sound 
of the wind with blinking lights and horns for punctuation. I broke the code and somehow was 
able to internalize it to the point where it was just like hearing words. In the beginning it seemed 
mostly nonsense, but as things went along they made more and more sense. Once you hear the 
voices, you realize they’ve always been there. It’s just a matter of being tuned to them. The 
voices weren’t much fun in the beginning. Part of it was simply my being uncomfortable about 
hearing voices no matter what they had to say, but the early voices were mostly bearers of bad 
news. Besides, they didn’t seem to like me much and there was no way I could talk back to them. 
Those were very one-sided conversations. But later the voices could be very pleasant. They’d 
often be the voice of someone I loved, and even if they weren’t, I could talk too, asking 
questions about this or that and getting reasonable answers. There were very important messages 
that had to get through somehow. More orthodox channels like phone and mail had broken 
down 

39. Vonnegut M (1975 ) The Eden Express. Praeger Publishers: New York; 106. 

Invisible beings and speaking flies 

Benedict Nta Tanka was a man from Cameroon who was diagnosed with paranoid 

schizophrenia when he became ill at the age of 25 in 1968. He wrote of something real and 

mysterious that happened to him, of “far reaching and disastrous torments” which he 

attributed to witchcraft. The following are remarks he made about hearing voices, the final 

comment is a description of thought echo. 

I had felt a heart-beat movement through my body and I heard a voice in my body saying, “I am 
Mr. Andela; Secretary to the Prime Minister. Do not speak to me, I will speak to you.” This 
movement was very unusual and faster than the pulse of the heart … I heard and felt a piercing 
sound pricking through my head into my skull from Mr Andela. Then followed a command 
from the same person that I should be very careful with myself. A few moments later as I sat 
stupefied and dumb-founded, I heard another voice from the Prime Minister. (18)  

The sounds came from my house but the persons were invisible … I took courage and 
continued my shopping list for the morning. The sound grew louder and more severe on my 
head. The sound was penetrating through the pores on my head and through a depression, 
which its violent effects have caused on my head into my brain. Sooner or later many voices 
were heard telling me to write this and that. Was this a group of ruffians, a miracle, or a dream? 
If it was a dream, why should I be up? Despite the confusing voices I made my shopping list at 
my will. (19) 



 

 

 

Dr. Lantum had come to see me in a form like that of a fly, walked across my head and in a 
while was talking within me. The most striking thing about this is that the fly which was 
speaking, introduced itself to me to be Dr. Lantum … As the whole scene was dominated by no 
persons, invisible beings whose voices were heard came in, in their forms and advised me. (21)  

I saw many frightful shadows. I was now really sitting down in the house when I saw these 
shadows. Each time I saw a shadow, I heard the man with the heavy voice from the Camp 
dictating and commanding. He was saying something pertaining to the shadow. The shadows 
were faint figures of persons which appeared and lasted for about a few seconds. Figures of 
frogs, snakes and birds were seen in the house. This was a terrible scene. I asked myself, were 
these the shadows of the voices that have been speaking to me? Although those were to me like 
shadows, yet some spoke to me by whispering through my ears and some were really shouting. 
Others termed themselves to be devils … There were many other devils who came in often and 
whenever I thought of something without voicing it out they would quickly say that I have been 
thinking about this and that. (24) 

40. Boroffka, A (1980) Benedict Nta Tanka’s Commentary and Dramatized Ideas on 

“Disease and Witchcraft in our Society”: A Schreber Case from Cameroon 

Annotated Autobiographical Notes by an African on his Mental Illness. Verlag 

Peter D. Lang: Frankfurt am Main. 

Visual awarenesses 

Command hallucinations 

Thought echo 

Bandits hiding in the cellar 

This quotation comes from a woman who was diagnosed as having the delusion of doubles 

with only fleeting auditory hallucinations. It is a good illustration of conviction about the 

reality of the experience 

M. DE. CLÉRAMBAULT—Along with M. Halberstadt, I wonder if auditory psycho-
sensory phenomena are not playing a certain role. 

THE PATIENT—The sound are not from auditory phenomena, but from bandits hiding in 
the cellars. 

41. Capgras J & Reboul-Lachaux J (1923): L’Illusion des ‘sosies’ dans un délire 

systematise chronique. Bulletin de la Société Clinique de Médecine Mentale 11: 

6–16. Translated and quoted in: 

42. Ellis HD, Whitely J, & Luauté J-P (1994) Delusional misidentification: the three 

original papers on the Capgras, Frégoli and intermetamorphosis delusions. History 

of Psychiatry 117–146, 130. 

 

Delusional misidentification 

I get repercussions of voices in my head 

So, I believe I am hearing voices. I don’t believe I am hearing voices, I’ve been told it’s not 
happening. But it seems real. I hear people going past saying “She’s an alcoholic,” “She’s a 
prostitute.” The voices are clear, men and women and kids. [I also hear] people saying nice 
things “Hasn’t she got a lovely home,” “Doesn’t she keep it nice.” [They say] “I wonder what 
she’s making tonight?,” “That woman up there, she’s always working, she’s always cleaning.” 



 

 

 

Lately [they’ve] started to say [my name] because they’ve got to know me. I know the voices, I 
recognise the voices. A man with a [regional] accent. I’m convinced there’s a rumour going 
round I was going to be evicted. I was sure I heard a man outside. I heard a few of them talking 
to this man … I get repercussions of voices in my head. I often hear “She’s an alcoholic” [it] 
goes round and round. Any other things I hear will go round and round in [my] head for several 
moments. [I] put [my] hands over [my] ears until it goes. When [I] take my hands off my earlobes 
it’s gone … In bed the other night [I was] convinced I heard these voices, Janet and John talking 
to each other … [I] could hear Janet telling John all [the] things I was doing when I was getting 
ready “She’s doing this,” “She’s going to put that on, no, she’s changed her mind, she’s going to 
put that on.” John said “I’ll have to go to the shop and get some [stuff] for her.” [I] got this into 
my head this was true, that John was a couple of doors away and going to bring stuff. [I] sat and 
waited. [Telepathy] is what it was. It was a telepathic psychic energy. These voices of John and 
Janet they were in these people’s house. These four people in a room “I’ll show you how to talk 
to [my name], you don’t have to get out of the house.” I could hear them communicating with 
me. I was talking back to them. Sometimes just in my brain. I heard the voices and I could 
answer in my head. [It] got dead exciting because I wasn’t speaking, just in [my] head, they heard 
and replied. With my head and these voices, I hardly spoke at all. (#133)  

 First-rank symptoms 

Schneider’s special voices 

Voices keeping up a running commentary 

FUNCTIONAL HALLUCINATIONS 

Synchronized with environmental sounds 

Functional auditory hallucinations are unusual in that the hallucination is only apparent 

through another real noise. In the following quotation the speaker aptly talks of words 

“synchronized with environmental sounds.” 

43. SCAN (1992): 116. 

A closely allied type of hallucination … was the appearance of words synchronized with 
environmental sounds. The words were definitely formed and sometimes even were grouped to 
form short sentences, though the repetition of a single word was commoner. They seemed to 
originate from the locus of the sound with which they were associated. They were synchronized 
with the sound, i.e., the words changed in volume with changes in the volume of the sound. 

44. Lang J (1938) The other side of hallucinations. American Journal of Psychiatry 

94: 1089–1097, 1089–1090. Quoted in: 

45. Landis C (1964) Varieties of Psychopathological Experience. Holt, Rinehart & 

Winston: New York; 119. 

The swine grunt names and stories 

Every single tree, when I approach, becomes—even in calm weather—a source of murmurs and 
sounds resembling words and speaking; the carts and carriages crack and sound in an 
extraordinary manner and relate anecdotes; the horses’ hoofs do the same; the swine grunt 
names and stories; the dogs bark abuse and reproaches; the cocks and hens, and even the geese 
and turkeys, cackle names, words, and sentences; the smith causes his hammer and bellows to 
sound words, phrases, and often entire anecdotes, and thinks he does this with my consent and 
will; all who come near me tell with their feet, without their will, the most curious, droll, and 



 

 

 

nonsensical things which happen to me and those around me; this is especially the case in going 
upstairs; even the pen with which I write produces articulate tones, words and phrases. 

46. Walmsley FH (1892) Outlines of Insanity. The Scientific Press: London: 35. 

Hearing speech when the clock is ticking 

Sister Antonia came in and asked me to get my clock. I got my clock and kept it on the table. She 
told me she would enter the clock and speak to me. She asked me to pay attention and hear 
exactly her speech when the clock is ticking. This was done to my greatest amazement. One 
thing noteworthy was that I should keep the clock by my head bed to be speaking to me as a 
patient. 

47. Boroffka A (1980) Benedict Nta Tanka’s Commentary and Dramatized Ideas on 

‘Disease and Witchcraft in our Society’: A Schreber Case from Cameroon 

Annotated Autobiographical Notes by an African on his Mental Illness. Verlag 

Peter Lang: Frankfurt-am-Main; 32. 

All noises seem to speak 

Finally a not unimportant accompaniment of compulsive thinking is that all noises I hear, 
steamers, the music of concerts, etc.), seem to speak the words which are talked into my head by 
the voices, and also those words in which I formulate my own thoughts. In contrast to the 
language of the sun and of the miraculously created birds this is only a subjective feeling: the 
sound of spoken or developing words is communicated to the auditory impressions which I 
simultaneously receive from railways, chain-steamers, squeaking boots, etc.; it is far from me to 
assert that railways, chain-steamers, etc., really talk like the sun and the birds. 

48. Schreber DP (2000) Memoirs of my Nervous Illness, trans. Ida Macalpine & 

Richard A Hunter. New York Review Books: New York; 213. Reprint of: 

49. Schreber DP (1955) Memoirs of my Nervous Illness, trans. Ida Macalpine & 

Richard A Hunter. Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA. Original: 

50. Schreber DP (1903) Denkwürdigkeiten eines Nervenkranken. Oswald Mutze: 

Leipzig. 

Conversations when the washing machine is on 

The tinnitus is worse. When the washing machine was on I could hear conversations and when 
the washing machine stopped the voices stopped. I could make out words but I can’t remember 
them now. It was like as if there was a television or a wireless on. It started in the car when the 
engine was going. I could hear a band. When everyone stops, voices and music stops, except for 
a permanent loud noise in my ear. (#116) 

Running the bath I hear mumbling noises 

I hear voices. Just like mumbling, I can’t tell what the words are. Sometimes I hear like a police 
radio. Voices but I can’t make them out. Through my ears. Just something wrong with us. If I’m 
running the bath I can sometimes hear mumbling noises. Can’t make it out. It sounds as if 
they’re in another room. Just like people talking when the water’s running. As if there’s a phone 
ringing. (#66) 

 

 



 

 

 

COMMAND HALLUCINATIONS 

Cahill and Frith say that the most distressing form of auditory hallucinations are those 

experienced as commands or threats. The voices may order patients to do mundane things or 

things which they find objectionable or upsetting. They may go so far as to tell the patient to 

harm himself or others. The patient feels more or less compelled to follow these orders 

fearing the consequences of disobeying. 

51. Cahill C & Frith C (1996) False perceptions or false beliefs? Hallucinations and 

delusions in schizophrenia. In: Method in Madness: Case Studies in Cognitive 

Neuropsychiatry, eds. Peter W Halligan & John C Marshall. Psychology Press: 

Hove, East Sussex; 267–291. 

Feelings and actions made by others 

If I listen to it is will control my life 

Cahill and Frith quote Mani who spoke of evil voices which, if she obeyed them, would take 

control and make her an “occultic person.” She spent much of her time fighting the demons. 

He might tell me to do unholy things. He tells me to put powder on my face instead of 
moisturiser. And I actually feel a need to put powder on my face. When he tells me to do this. 
When I say no … I feel like putting powder on my face. But I don’t usually do it. I feel the need 
to put powder on my face … It tells me not to do certain things. To go to parties rather than go 
to church. It tells me to eh … have a boyfriend, to fornicate. It would say “Mani, Mani, why 
don’t you go to parties instead of going to church?” 

52. Cahill & Frith (1996): 274. 

Telling me what to do 

In this example the patient reports a range of experiences in which it is possible to identify a 

variety of symptoms. The report of thoughts going out and coming back as voices is recorded 

earlier. 

I wasn’t getting on with the neighbours. I think I’ve sorted it out now. They were letting their 
dogs out every time I went out. I told them to keep them in. They got nasty … I heard them 
talking. I think they’re spiritualists. 

I think they’re spiritualists. I can hear conversations in my house. The voice of Nina and her 
mother saying “She’s a bitch” and swearing. They talk about me. It’s not quite as loud and clear 
as [ordinary talking] but when they were swearing they were shouting, other times quiet. I don’t 
know if it’s through my ears or if it’s in the house itself, in the washing machine, the drier or the 
television. It could be on tapes. It might not be me they’re talking to. It puzzles me. When I put 
on the television I hear it. Swear words. In between the programme. Someone else on the tapes 
they’re putting in the machine on top of the television. Simon brings videos around to the house, 
normal commercial videos. He puts the videos on. I hear the voices, whilst he’s watching, either 
in the room or in the kitchen. They’re talking to me. Telling me what to do, kind voices, 
sometimes swearing. I sometimes think the kind voice is Jean-Paul. It sounds like him but could 
be someone else. Once went to church, could be someone nice talking to me from church. This 
man put ointment on my head and he was shaking. I’m sure he was a spiritualist. That’s why I 
can hear these voices. He put ointment on my head, held me, I’ve heard these voices ever since. 
People tell me what to do when I’m painting pictures. These voices tell me what to do and I do it 



 

 

 

[Do you have to do it?] I do when I’m painting. Sometimes they tell me to get washed. I might do it 
or think “To heck with it”. I won’t do things if I’m sworn at. I think they’re trying to make me 
do things against my will. 

I’m just hearing voices. Not voices. Telling me what to do and swearing if I don’t do what they 
say. They want me to go outside and see them in the middle of the night. I wouldn’t go outside. 
They get annoyed if I don’t and threaten me “I’ll murder you,” “I’ll strangle you,” “Get that 
damn son of yours away from here,” “Move out!” Like somebody who wants the house. I know 
somebody who wants it. Clear sort of, in my mind. Getting at me through my mind. You can 
hear them and then I can answer them. I get mad and say “Piss off!” I speak inwardly in my 
mind. I just say “Get lost or I’m not doing it!” Like a conversation. Coming in from outside, 
coming through my head. The voices, I hear them in my head. Seems they’re coming from 
outside. Not through my ears. In my mind. (#72) 

Thought diffusion 

Guided by a voice 

This account is taken from a work by Shingler who had several episodes of schizophrenia 

which he regarded positively as an enlightening spiritual experience. He took up art in order 

to communicate his experiences because they were “manifest very visually, imbued with 

symbolism, significance and dynamic interconnections”: 

Arriving at my flat I was compelled, or should I say guided, by a voice within that instructed me 
to wrap myself in a white sheet and walk to Tooting Bec Common which was situated close by. 
It was a glorious Indian summer afternoon, the scent of new mown hay hung heavily in the air. 
On the Common the voice instructed me to pluck from an old oak tree a single accord. I did so, 
and after charging the acorn in my hand placed it in my mouth and swallowed it whole. I had 
eaten from “The Tree of Knowledge.” This was the catalyst that created in me an exquisite 
sensitivity and psychic awareness. After eating from The Tree of Knowledge on that same 
afternoon on the Common, I found the trunk of another oak that had been felled. I stood on 
this stump in my white shroud and outstretched my arms emulating crucifixion. I entered a 
trance state, the sun caressed my face. I seemed to have access to a cosmic secret. 

53. Shingler A (1999) Beyond Reason: The Experience of Schizophrenia. Aiden 

Shingler: UK; 79–80. 

I heard the command 

A spirit came upon me and prepared to guide me in my actions … I heard voices without and 
within me … I understood that I was only saved by the mercy of Jesus … Actuated by the same 
spirit, I took a like position on the floor, where I remained until I understood that the work of 
the Lord was perfected … The guidance of the spirit left me, and I became in doubt what next I 
was to do … After some hesitation, I heard the command, to “take your position on the floor again.”  

Returning to the common room [after meals], I always attempted to wrestle with, or asked one 
of the patients to wrestle with me, I was then locked into my seat. If my arms were at liberty, I 
would occasionally seize one or two of the patients to wrestle with me as they passed by me. I 
had no malicious motive; I did it in obedience to inspiration, and imagined they were inspired to 
know what I was commanded, how I obeyed, and how to act in consequence. My attempts at 
wrestling were however inculcated by the spirits on more practical grounds than ordinary. They 
told me that it was necessary “for the keeping me in a right state of mind.” 



 

 

 

54. Perceval J (1838) A narrative of the treatment experienced by a gentleman during 

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

insanity. Effingham Wilson: London: 38, 117. Quoted in: 

55. Landis C (1964) Varieties of Psychopathological Experience, ed. Fred A Mettler. 

Holt, Rinehart and Winston: New York; 345. 

Commands which dominated 

This lady reports hearing voices which call her name, but the nature of the commands is more 

ambiguous. She describes them as originating with her. This is consistent with the description 

Renee gives of silent commands which then segue into voices. 

At times she would get up and walk round the room, and would say to herself such a thing as “I 
won’t lift the table with my leg”. She would the sit down, and even against her wishes she would 
lift the table with her leg. She related how she had experienced commands, which had seemed to 
originate within herself and which dominated her. For instance it had been arranged on one 
occasion that the family would go to C.-, but the night before going she received a command 
telling her to say to her mother that she would never go to C.-. She also said that on the day of 
the journey to C.-, as she was entering a cab, she heard three voices, “spiritual voices,” calling her 
name three separate times. The voices which she hears are perfectly clear to her. She is able to 
converse with them as she would talk on the telephone, and the topics of conversation are 
always pleasant.  

56. Henderson DK & Gillespie RD (1944) A Textbook of Psychiatry, 6th edition. 

Oxford University Press: London; 315. 

Auditory awarenesses 

Everything was controlled 

This lady’s experiences begin with spontaneously writing poetry which she attributes to a 

higher power. Then she hears voices commanding her to perform senseless acts and she feels 

that she is no longer in control of her actions. 

I started writing poetry and I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. It was sort of spontaneous 
[Were you writing it?] I came to that conclusion later but I thought God was writing it. You’d have 
to read it to understand, because of what it was about. It was my life history. Because when I 
read it over it sounded like God. I was frightened of it because I couldn’t sort out where it came 
from. It just came. It had to be absolutely perfect. If it wasn’t I had to rewrite it and rewrite it 
until it was perfect. I just knew when it was perfect. It sounded correct. I could just feel it. 

I had six to seven months of this poetry and then suddenly when I was at work one day I started 
hearing voices. I was with a group of people and this voice in my head suddenly said “Strip!” I 
had such an awful job not to strip. It was a clear voice. I thought it came from outside but 
obviously it came from inside. Just the “Strip!” command. I was terrified. I really felt I had to do 
it, if I didn’t I would be punished. 

I had two or three days of hearing voices all the time. Continuously—commands. The voices 
wouldn’t let me prepare presentations. I had to present whatever they said. The Lord’s prayer. 
Different to what I would have presented. I didn’t want to tell them that, I felt I had to because I 
was going to get punished if I didn’t. I wasn’t allowed to eat. The voices said not to eat. 

[Who were the voices?] I thought they were God. I couldn’t tell you why. After a time they became 
the devil. A change in the voices. Threatening and sort of “Hee, hee, hee” sort of voices. It was 



 

 

 

awful. God controlled all my actions until he became the devil. Everything was controlled, I did 
nothing myself. [What’s the difference between being controlled and being in control?] It’s different 
altogether. It went on during the night as well. At one stage I had to strip in the bathroom. I had 
a cold bath and stripped the bathroom of everything and threw it out of the window, down to 
my false teeth and my watch. Because I was told to. The day after that I didn’t go to work. 
(#125) 

Outward influences 

Feelings and actions made by others 

Senseless acts 

 

I knew by its cold command I had to obey it 

Seated on a steamer chair on the boardwalk of Coney Island, I heard the voice for the first time. 
It was, I remember distinctly, a rough deep, bass voice that did not belong to my brother who 
was sitting quietly in the chair next to mine, nor to the middle-aged gentleman with whom I’d 
just picked up a talking acquaintance. It was a voice without any body at all. But it was as positive 
and persistent as any voice I had ever heard. It said slowly, “Jayson, you are worthless. You’ve 
never been useful, and you’ve never been any good.” I shook my head, unbelievingly, trying to 
drive out the sound of the words, and as if I had heard nothing, continued to talk with my 
neighbor [sic] … [S]uddenly, clearer, deeper, and even louder than before, the deep voice came 
at me again, right in my ear this time, an getting me tight and shivery inside. “Larry Jayson, I told 
you before you weren’t any good. Why are you sitting here making believe you’re as good as 
anyone else when you’re not? Whom are you fooling?” The sounds were so clear and loud, I 
knew that pretty soon the people next to me would hear them. So I got up, and started walking 
slowly away, down the stairs of the boardwalk to the stretch of sand below … I waited until the 
voice came back, the words pounding in this time, not the way you hear any words, but deeper, 
as though all parts of me had become ears, with my fingers hearing the words, and my legs, and 
my head, too. “You’re no good,” the voice said slowly, in the same deep tones. “You’ve never 
been any good or use on earth. There is the ocean. You might just as well drown yourself. Just 
walk in and keep walking.” As soon as the voice was through, I knew, by its cold command, I 
had to obey it. 

Jayson did walk into the ocean until he was out of his depth and he struggled against the 

lifeguards who came to rescue him. 

57. Jayson LM (1937) Mania. Funk and Wagnalls: New York; 1–3. Quoted in: 

58. Landis C (1964) Varieties of Psychopathological Experience, ed. Fred A Mettler. 

Holt, Rinehart and Winston: New York: 37. 

Senseless acts 

VISUAL ILLUSIONS AND HALLUCINATIONS 

Esquirol says that patients may have hallucinations only of hearing. But others can believe 

that they hear, see, and touch things. So, they may report coordinated hallucinations in 

several senses or synesthesias. Jaspers says that in the latter there is a melêe of senses, all 

sensory modalities are confused and genuine perceptions cannot be distinguished from 

illusions or hallucinations. Bleuler says that visual illusions and hallucinations occur where 

there is clouding of consciousness or in acute hallucinatory excitements. Sims notes that in 

oneiroid conditions with altered states of consciousness the subject may hallucinate vivid and 



 

 

 

elaborate scenes. Fish defines oneiroid states as dreamlike changes of consciousness which 

occur in acute schizophrenia. These were described by Mayer-Gross who attributed them to 

ecstatic states and severe hallucinosis in which the patient experiences a wealth of dramatic 

scenes such as earthquakes, ship wrecks floods. Likewise Jaspers note that in acute psychoses 

the subject may hallucinate whole scenic panoramas. 

59. Esquirol (1845): 110. 

60. Jaspers (1963): 74, 70–71. 

61. Bleuler (1950): 95. 

62. Sims (1988): 71–72. 

63. Fish (1976): 66, 108. 

Jaspers notes that visual illusions and hallucinations are extremely varied. The size and shape 

of real objects may be changed, colors may be more intense. Images can be located in the 

world or in the mind’s eye. Cutting says there is a continuum from a virtual replica of what 

would be seen normally, through wraithlike objects, to geometrical patterns or flashes. They 

occur in migraine, epilepsy, encephalitis, delirium and states of drug intoxication. The visual 

hallucinations of schizophrenia are unrealistic in that they are not the sort of thing 

encountered in daily life. 

64. Jaspers (1963): 70–71. 

65. Cutting (1997): 82–84. 

Visions 

Visual awarenesses 

Seeing with the mind’s eye 

Melêe of senses 

Oneirophrenia 

VISIONS 

It was big, it was real 

This lady reports seeing an apparently very real being which she took to be the devil. She also 

describes seeing a face in her mind’s eye, having a feeling of a presence and a malevolent 

coldness. Finally she reports hearing a voice. Thus she describes a number of experiences in 

different sensory modalities. These are coordinated, but she had previously reported 

synesthesia.  

I had a bad experience a month ago. I saw a thing running around my room. It was big, it was 
real, it had arms and amazing thighs. It was up on its tiptoes. I thought it was the devil. I 
screamed at it and started one of the lesser banishing rituals. I call on the angels of the four 
quarters—Raphael, Gabriel, Michael and Uriel—and start visualising. Point to the four corners 
and doing the cross … I was very frightened, it was pretty weird at 3 o’clock in the morning. 

The cat woke me up running around. It ran into the room like it was chasing the cat or being the 
cat. It was past six foot [it was solid, vivid, and blocked things out behind] It slunk out of the room 
when I screamed. Before it I felt it was there. You know how you can feel in bad houses? I could 
feel there was not right, dreaming and in and out of dreams. I saw this face and it spoke to me in 
my mind’s eye “It’s better if you don’t see him.” The next thing I knew it was there. 



 

 

 

A few nights before I had another strange experience where I’d had to call on one of the gods to 
exorcise the house because I had something in the bathroom. I couldn’t see it, I could hear it and 
smell it. Mouldy and mildew, wet, stagnant cold. My bathroom is warm and smells of bleach. I 
could feel it, an emanating coldness, a sort of malevolent, threatening. I did an exorcism ritual. I 
heard it say very, very clearly in this very soft Humphrey Bogart voice “I’m in the bathroom.” It 
said it twice. It came out of the bathroom just after that point. Saw what wasn’t quite solid. 
Something like a stegosaurus, purplish and blue and greenish colours. I was under the impression 
I’d been cursed. I know I was cursed. (#110) 

Mystical visions 

Seeing with the mind’s eye 

Delusional mood 

Melêe of senses 

 

VISUAL AWARENESSES 

Everything looks awry and wrong 

Hallucinations of sight begin with variegated rings in front of their eyes, plays of colour, fiery 
rays and balls, seeing sparks, everything looks awry and wrong … 

On the wall appear white figures, reflections, the mother who is dead, paintings, imaginative 
pictures … 

People appear who are not there, the Emperor of China comes and speaks, gentlemen in white 
suits, lions, people who are dead … 

There are snakes in his food, in the water for his bath … 

Acquaintances look strange, everything is as though accentuated, pieces of furniture are changed 
into the form of wife and children, figures in paintings and sculpture make obeisance … 

A patient saw the “voices” in the form of small, grey, four-footed beings hopping round and 
about and whirling in the air … 

66. Kraepelin (1919): 14. 

A shimmer of a person 

This gentleman describes shimmering ghosts who can speak through his mouth. Other reports 

of similar experiences are recorded in first-rank symptoms. 

[He said he didn’t hear voices] I did see bright colours a long time ago. Everyone was wearing bright 
colours. I thought someone had given me LSD. I do see ghosts. At night time. Just a shimmer of 
a person, they’re see through. Like a heat shimmer over hot water. Some are my family. There is 
no face of a person, just a shimmer … They come through walls, they can’t pick anything up. 
They can’t move anything. 

They can speak through my mouth. Just curing disease and things like that. They are telepathic. I 
am myself. I proved it in here playing cards, I told what cards were going to be laid. I talk out a 
voice. I just ask if anyone’s there and they answer, that’s it. It’s not my normal conversation. It’s 
much more powerful. A big sound. It gives me confidence, a powerful voice. I can make words 
in my head. I hear a little voice in my head when I’m talking to God. I do like Buddhism. I just 



 

 

 

like nature, walking and nature, being in nature. I did feed bees. [How can you tell the difference 
between ghosts and yourself?] I make thoughts out of the words. I make a thought then speak it out as 
a word. I can talk out to them and they can use their minds and talk to me through my mind. It’s 
not with my mind [that I talk to them] it’s out my mouth. (#79) 

Feelings and actions made by others 

A spirit of some description 

Days later I saw, all I can describe—a spirit of some description which was all thousands of 
particles … bright particles all together in the shape of a human body. It was sparkling. I could 
see through it. It was too quick. I opened the door and it was all over by then. A split second. I 
went dizzy, started to faint, sat down on a couch, head spinning … I had no control over myself 
at that point at all. Something else was controlling me, whatever it was. I just did what I did 
normally. The only thing I believe it was doing was making me suffer when it took all my energy 
away. It does something. I tick a lot. As if something touches you. A feeling. Like a nerve end 
going. People would put it down to nerves, it’s a load of crap, it’s not. It’s electrical. All I can 
assume is the day it happened the day it was there and what I saw. 

I can see into another dimension. Not as often recently. I used to be able to do it at will—shut 
my eyes and bring on faces. If you shut your eyes and try to picture the reception desk you 
would have an idea of the reception desk but not a picture. If you tried it yourself you couldn’t 
bring a picture to bear. When I shut my eyes I can see a clear face, a perfect face, I can even see 
the eye lash, the inner part of the eye, I can see the living tissue almost, that’s how much it’s 
visual, every characteristic of its being. It was from nothing, it seems to evolve, it turns, I can see 
the perfect face, it goes. It starts off as a hazy matter, as it turns the whole face appears. As it’s 
turning it seems to come clear. It lasts a second or two then disappears. (#68)  

I could see nothing else 

Vonnegut wrote a memoir of his experiences of schizophrenia. He had gone with friends to 

set up a hippie commune in a remote part of British Columbia. He describes a time when he 

had had several days of pure Eden. Then, one night when trying to get to sleep:  

I started listening to and feeling my heart beat. Suddenly I became terribly frightened that it 
would stop. 

And from out of nowhere came an incredibly wrinkled, iridescent face. Starting as a small point 
infinitely distant, it rushed forward, becoming infinitely huge. I could see nothing else. My heart 
had stopped. The moment stretched forever. I tried to make the face go away but it mocked me 
… 

But the worst of it was it didn’t stop coming … When I could easily make out its features, when 
it and I were more or less on the same scale, when I though there was maybe a foot or two 
between us, it had actually been hundreds of miles away, and it kept coming and coming till I 
was lost somewhere in some pore in its nose and it still kept coming. I was enveloped, dwarfed. 
No way to get any perspective on it at all, and for all I really knew it was still light years away and 
coming and coming and coming. 

67. Vonnegut M (1975) The Eden Express. Praeger Publishers: New York; 74–75. 

 



 

 

 

 

SEEING WITH THE MIND’S EYE 

Saw these things with inner eyes 

This is Kandinsky’s example of a pseudohallucination in which the subject, whilst 

intoxicated, imagines all sorts of sights which he sees with his “inner eye.” Jaspers says it is a 

special kind of imagery rather than a hallucination. 

During the evening of August 18th, 1882, Dolinin took 25 drops of tincture opii simplicis and 
went on working at his desk. One hour later he observed great facilitation in the way his 
imagination worked. He stopped what he was doing and still conscious with no inclination for 
sleep he noticed in the course of one hour while his eyes were closed a number of faces and 
figures seen during the day, faces of old friends not seen for a long time and faces of unknown 
people. Now and then there appeared white pages with different kinds of writing; then 
repeatedly a yellow rose and finally—pictures of people in various costumes standing in all sorts 
of position but quite motionless. These pictures appeared for a moment the vanished. They were 
followed at once by a fresh set, not logically connected … Dolinin felt that though he saw these 
things with his eyes, they were not his outward, physical eyes, which only saw a black visual field 
flecked with patches of foggy light; they were “inner eyes” located somewhere behind the outer 
ones. The distance of the pictures from these “inner eyes” varied from 0.4-6.0 metres. 

68. Kandinsky (1885) Kritische und klinische Betrachtungen im Gebiet der 

Sinnestäuschungen. Archives of Psychiatry (D) 11: 453. Quoted in:  

69. Jaspers (1963): 68. 

The first enjoyment of a new faculty 

In this example the subject describes his experiences as “visions,” recognizing that they are 

something other than ordinary sights. He also sees them with the “mind’s vision” rather than 

through his eyes. 

I never knew till now what visions were: whatever horrible suggestions came from some of 
them, they were never less than wonderful: a rarer air and light, far more exquisite colour, and a 
completeness of grandeur was with them. And this may, in part, have been a natural 
compensation for this mean and ill-smelling place, and the deprivation of nature and sunlight; 
but it was more like the first enjoyment of a new faculty. From what hidden signs are the seeds 
gathered from which such flowers bloom on the mind’s vision? Are they written by the stars on 
pebbles; or could a power of magnificence have been reflected from the untouched 
transfiguration? 

70. Hennell T (1967) The Witnesses. University Books: New York; 117. 

Sensations projected on to my inner nervous system 

Schreber makes many subtle distinctions amongst his experiences. Here he discriminates 

between perception of external objects and a special means of receiving sensations through 

the mind’s eye. 

I use here the expression “seeing with the mind’s eye,” which I used before because I cannot 
find a more suitable one in our human language. We are used to thinking all impressions we 
receive from the outer world are mediated through the five senses, particularly that all light and 



 

 

 

sound sensations are mediated through eye and ear. This may be correct in normal 
circumstances. However, in the case of a human being who like myself has entered into contact 
with rays and whose head is in consequence so to speak illuminated by rays, this is not all. I 
receive light and sound sensations which are projected direct on to my inner nervous system by 
the rays; for their reception the external organs of seeing and hearing are not necessary. I see 
such events even with my eyes closed and where sound is concerned would hear them as in the 
case of the “voices,” even if it were possible to seal my ears hermetically against all other sounds 

71. Schreber DP (1903) Denkwürdigkeiten eines Nervenkranken. Mutze: Leipzig. 

Quoted in: 

72. Schreber DP (2000, 1955) Memoirs of My Nervous Illness, trans. & eds. Ida 

Macalpine & Richard A Hunter. New York Review Books: New York, 120 n61. 

Pictures from the past 

Here the subject talks of hearing sounds and receiving visual sensations in the mind’s eye.  

Patient (44) described how she could evoke “pictures from the past” of seeing people in her 
mind’s eye, all around her and she would at the same time hear them discussing her in many 
languages. This patient spoke five languages fluently; her imagery always being in those languages 
in which she was exceptionally well versed. These images were fleeting and would last but a few 
seconds to be replaced by others. 

73. Sedman G (1966b) A phenomenological study of pseudohallucinations and related 

experiences. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica 42: 35–70, 46. 

MELȆE OF SENSES 

A seething feeling 

This young woman’s account of seeing the devil was given earlier in the “It was big, it was 

real” section. In these reports she describes, with some difficulty, a mixture of sensations. 

The form of her speech is suggestive of thought disorder.  

[She had said something about chocolate mice] I mean what I’m seeing is not what I’m supposed to be 
saying [Seeing or saying?] Both. My automatic thought stream at the moment is very un- 
inextricably linked with—currently very unhappy—difficult to say—don’t mention the war—I 
currently believe I currently disbelieve I am, I am at quantum interplay with um, quantum 
interplay—I’m at war, I’m at war currently. 

[Later] [Have you had any strange experiences?] Yeah, that’s by the by. It’s difficult to put your finger 
on anything. I’m trying to rescore my mind into some form of workable equation. It’s just tired. 
My eyes are tired [Your thoughts?] Erratic. Sometimes I can just be sat here and I feel like I’ve seen 
the molecular structure—sometimes I’m sat there and I’m like a narrative—sometimes visually 
dreamtimes—sometimes thoughts sluggish—sometimes I’m sat there with a blank space—[never 
blank and empty]—always full of ideas—sometimes connected, mostly connectable—I’d make a 
very, very good horror writer. 

[You see molecular structure?] I could relate any molecular structure to you that happens to catch my 
eye at some points … It’s almost like running into the chain and being part of it—it’s knowing. 
It used to scare me because I went to zero and found myself looking into [nothingness]. In the 
kitchen I got one of those bursts like a thunderbolt through the back of your brain. It’s like the 
whole of it is completely obvious, whatever I’m looking at. Complete clarity of vision [Is it a 



 

 

 

revelation?] Maybe I receive a mental form of stigmata. No, rubbish, rubbish [giggles]—
Nothingness or something too completely. Really frightened because I just looked into a potato 
and found that beyond potato there was very little. [Giggling]  

[At another time] Aliens. I could feel more than see them. Like a feeling of seeing. Like a seething 
feeling that you can tangibly—it feels solid, it feels solid to the eye. People who see—
documentary on them—one woman seeing jazz music in terms of gold balls bouncing up and 
down in time to the music [Do you have anything like that?] Only when I’m tripping. Like being on a 
permanent trip. I see little boxes with letters in and words and hears—energy coming of things 
sometimes—rows of pink boxes with pink and yellow lettering. (#110) 

It looked as though it was speaking 

This lady is also quoted in Section One under “Thought intrusion.” 

I started hearing voices and things. A long time ago, I tried to push it out of my mind [They were 
clear and came through her ears] It was mainly about my family, people at work, different things. At 
night, it used to keep me awake at night [Any telepathy?] It was rather strange. When I was looking 
across the road at people, at a certain person, it looked as though their thoughts were coming out 
of their head. I can’t put it into words it was that peculiar. It was actually as though I’d seen a 
thought. It was oval shaped, solid, natural colour, it stood out against the background. It floated 
from the head. It was just the normal size, smaller than the head. At the time I understood what 
the thought was about. I read it. Not writing. It was like—as though, when it came out of the 
head it looked as though it was speaking. It looked like the person was—as though the person 
was moving their mouths and it seemed to come from the lips. Like one big bubble. I just saw it 
I didn’t hear it [How did you know it was a thought?] It was the way it happened. While I was looking 
at the person it was as though I could read his thoughts. It only happened two or three times. It’s 
all gone. It sounds so stupid. (#82) 

Thought intrusion 

ONEIROPHRENIA 

As described earlier, oneirophrenia is a dreamlike state of altered consciousness in which the 

subject may report richly detailed multisensory hallucinations. It occurs in acute psychosis 

and if the patient is in an ecstatic state, perplexed, or thought disordered he may appear 

confused. In his study of the condition Meduna noted that people also complain that the 

world, or everything, has changed 

74. Hamilton M (ed.) (1976) Fish’s Schizophrenia (original 1962), 2nd edition. John 

Wright & Sons: Bristol; 66, 108. 

75. Meyer-Gross W (1924) Selbstschilderung der Verwirrheit: Das oneiroide 

Erlebnis. Springer: Berlin. 

76. Meduna LJ (1950) Oneirophrenia. University of Illinois Press: Urbana, IL. 

My enchanted world 

Landis suggests that visual hallucinations, or visions, may have a dreamlike quality. He 

quotes a patient called Kubin who, at the onset of his illness reported a number of perceptual 

changes. His surroundings seemed clearer and sharper “as if in another light,” all sounds 

became strange, like a droning language which he could not understand, and in the faces of 

the people around him he saw animal-human qualities. 



 

 

 

And then, suddenly, I was overcome by a whole cascade of visions of black and white pictures—one 
cannot depict the thousand-fold riches with which my imagination dazzled my eyes. I quickly left the 
theatre because the music and the many lights now disturbed me. I strayed aimlessly through the 
dark streets and was thereby overcome, being plainly assaulted by a dark power which conjured up 
strange animals, houses, landscapes, grotesque and frightful situations in my mind. I felt 
indescribably well and uplifted in my enchanted world and when I became tired I entered a small tea 
room. Here, too, everything was unusual throughout. Immediately upon entering it seemed to 
me as if the waitresses were wax dolls driven by God knows what mechanism and as if I had 
surprised the few guests—which appeared to me just as unreal as shadows—at satanic occupations. 
The whole background with the organ and the bar were suspicious like a false front which was 
only to hide the real secret—presumably a dimly lit, stall-like, bloody cavern. 

77. Landis (1964): 37–38. Quoting: 

78. Winkler W (1948) Das Oneiroid (zur Psychose Alfred Kubins). Archiv fur 

Psychiatrie und Nervenkrankheiten 181: 136–167, 140. 

BODILY FEELINGS 

Bleuler notes a “kaleidoscopic multiplicity” of hallucinations of bodily sensations, both in 

terms of the organs affected and the nature of the feeling. Kinesthetic misinterpretations, 

which may be illusions or hallucinations, are a common feature. Berrios describes the French 

concept of cénesthopathie which is comprised of two groups of altered sensations: the painful 

and the paresthesic. Sass and Parnas identify coenesthesias as a subgroup of basic symptoms. 

They include feelings of movement, electric or migrating sensations, and awareness of 

kinesthetic, vestibular, and thermic sensations. Any of these may be attributed to an external 

agent. 

79. Bleuler E (1950, 1911) Dementia Praecox or the Group of Schizophrenias, trans. 

Joseph Zinkin. International Universities Press: New York; 95–96, 100–103, 105. 

80. Berrios GE (1996) The History of Mental Symptoms: Descriptive 

Psychopathology Since the Nineteenth Century. Cambridge University Press: 

Cambridge; 47. 

81. Sass LA & Parnas J (2001) Phenomenology of self-disturbances in schizophrenia: 

some research findings and directions. Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology 

8(4): 347–356, 350. 

82. Sass LA & Parnas J (2003) Schizophrenia, consciousness and the self. 

Schizophrenia Bulletin 29(3) 427–444, 434–435. 

83. Gross G (1989) The ‘basic’ symptoms of schizophrenia. British Journal of 

Psychiatry 155 (suppl. 7): 21–25, 24. 

Coenesthesis 

Somatic illusions and delusions 

COENESTHESIS 

In coenesthesis somatic sensations are integrated to give a perception of the state of the whole 

body. Kraepelin says that morbid tactile sensations and common sensations are an important 

part of the clinical picture in dementia præcox. Bleuler agrees, saying that kinesthetic and 

vestibular illusions and hallucinations are often present. Meduna says we are usually unaware 

of proprioception but if it is disturbed peculiar sensations can be felt throughout the body. 



 

 

 

Cutting notes that altered visceral, tactile, and vestibular experiences may occur in various 

conditions and says there may be altered visceral sensitivity in schizophrenia. 

84. Kraepelin (1919): 15. 

85. Bleuler (1950): 101. 

86. Meduna LJ (1950): 63. 

87. Cutting (1997): 267. 

A disturbance of coenesthesis may result from awareness of sensations of which people are 

usually unaware, or from anomalous visceral, tactile or vestibular experiences. Sass and 

Parnas say that disturbances of this kind include feelings of movement, of pulling or pushing, 

of electricity or migrating sensations, and feelings of the body enlarging or diminishing in 

size. They say these anomalies result from a hyperreflexive awareness of sensations of which 

we are not usually aware. 

88. Sass & Parnas (2003): 434–435. 

To have become extraordinarily heavy 

Some, owing to the abnormal information received from different regions of the organism, say 
they appear to have become extraordinarily heavy, or to have acquired a very great 
circumference, so great that they cannot pass through the doorway; others, on the contrary, say 
they are reduced in size; fluids set before them to drink seem, in comparison with their 
diminutiveness, a limitless ocean, in which they are afraid of being drowned. 

89. Walmsley FH (1892) Outlines of Insanity. The Scientific Press Ltd.: London; 43. 

Curious pricking sensations in my brain 

Kraepelin describes a category of dementia præcox called simple depressive dementia, in 

which a state of depression is succeeded by a gradual and progressive psychic decline. The 

depressive ideas are predominantly hypochondriacal. He gives an example of such thoughts 

developing in the context of various hallucinations and dysesthesias.  

When I then, under medical treatment, took bromides, I got curious pricking sensations in my 
brain. In walking I thought that my right leg was thrown out in front of me, sometimes also the 
left leg … Till sleep came over me I had a sensation in my legs as if they were squeezed firmly 
and as if the skin were contracted on the shin bones and feet. On the left side of my body I 
thought a paint brush was being stroked downwards, especially in the region of the heart. Often 
till I fell asleep I couldn’t get enough breath; I had the feeling as if it sometimes drove the belly 
higher up, and as if there was an impediment against the breast bone in my breast, so that my 
breast could not sink any more. In my head I thought balls rolled up and then fell down. Besides 
that I had also the following sensations; my skull cap was always like glass to the touch and my 
hair like fur; my skull could be pressed together at will; my head was sometimes light and 
sometimes heavy; my teeth were sometimes knocked out and sometimes knocked in. My tongue 
was sometimes too long for speaking so that it came close against my teeth, sometimes it was too 
short and contracted. In my gums I was aware of all kinds of oppressive and dragging feelings; 
my nose was sometimes knocked inwards, sometimes outwards. There was sometimes a bad 
smell of the mouth; sometimes there was a fragrant odour. Often also such a smell was blown on 
me. Cold air was blown over my face. Someone sat down beside me on the bed. My buttocks 
were rough like a grater. There were noises in my heart, there was a rubbing as of two millstones 
on each other. Sometimes I felt my body light, sometimes heavy. I thought someone was 
sleeping close beside me and sometimes also over me. I heard loud hammering in the wall and 



 

 

 

whizzing in the air. The bed stead sank downwards at my feet and rose upwards at my head, or it 
turned over sidewards. I flew away, the bed with me. 

90. Kraepelin E (1919) Dementia Praecox and Paraphrenia, trans. R. Mary Barclay, 

ed. George M. Robertson. E & S Livingstone: Edinburgh; 104–105. 

Bleuler says that people with vestibular or kinesthetic hallucinations may feel that they are 

performing actions when in fact they are standing still or lying motionless in bed. 

91. Bleuler (1950): 150. 

I should have risen off the ground 

Landis describes kinesthetic disturbances resulting in feelings of weightlessness. 

I felt so light that I was certain I should have risen off the ground if I had not had hold of his 
[the attendant’s] arm. I told him this and said it was more than I could understand; and as I got 
lighter and lighter, I got quite frightened, and clutched hold of him, saying I had not the slightest 
idea where I was going to if I “went up.” Instantly I felt as heavy as lead, and could hardly lift my 
feet off the ground; but as soon as I mentioned this to him, I became quite normal again. I had a 
strong suspicion that he was “willing” me to feel these sensations; indeed, I felt somewhat afraid 
and went off by myself. 

92. Davidson D (1912) Remembrances of a Religio-Maniac: Shakespeare Press: 

Stratford-on-Avon: 63: quoted in: 

93. Landis (1964): 97. 

An indefinable sensation 

Sérieux and Capgras describe two kinds of misinterpretive delusional states. Exogenous 

misinterpretations are based on events in the world. Endogenous misinterpretations are based 

on disturbed brain states, altered consciousness, and internal sensations. Misinterpretation of 

internal sensations is also called “somatic introspection.” This is like Sass’ notion of 

hyperreflexivity in that both involve detailed examination of physical states. Because the 

subject has not noticed them before he thinks they must be pathological. Meduna implies that 

internal sensations may indeed be disturbed. This possibility is supported by Sérieux and 

Capgras who say that patients may attribute their condition to poison when it is due to 

neurasthenia, tuberculosis, indigestion, or colitis. Delusional explanations may be developed 

to account for them. The following bears the hallmarks of disturbed coenesthesis. 

At night I am woken up by an indefinable sensation, like the rush of some fluid which 
relentlessly floods into my forehead, my temples and my brain; next, I feel torturing bursts of 
pain and buzzing in my ears. It is like molten lead or quicklime surging through my veins. It is 
worse after meals and in the morning, and at this time I feel as if unbelievably cruel acts are 
being performed. (178–179) 

94. Sérieux P & Capgras J (1987) Misinterpretive delusional states. In: The Clinical 

Roots of the Schizophrenia Concept, eds. John Cutting & M Shepherd. Cambridge 

University Press: Cambridge: 169–181, 175, 178–179. Original: 

95. Sérieux P & Capgras J (1909) Les Folies Raisonnantes: le Délire d’Interprétation. 

Baillière: Paris: 5–43. 

96. Meduna (1950): 63. 

97. Sass & Parnas (2003): passim. 



 

 

 

And they blow up my head 

Lukianowicz defines body image as the tridimensional picture a person has of his body. It is 

built up from internal sensations and external stimuli impinging on the surface of the body. 

Body image may be disturbed by strokes or space occupying lesions in the brain and by 

functional neurological disorders such as migraine and epilepsy. Lukianowicz surveyed the 

body image disturbances found in psychiatric patients and gave psychodynamic 

interpretations of them. 

CASE NO. 32, a bus conductor of 32, a chronic schizophrenic, complained that “… my voices 
often order me to do some dirty things” (i.e. to masturbate). “When I refuse they begin to 
threaten me: “Now we will punish him. We will blow his head up.” And they blow up my head, 
as if it were a rubber balloon. I can feel the bones of my skull getting thinner and extending 
almost to the point of bursting. Then they stop … and after a while my head begins to shrink to 
its normal size. This persecution leaves me with a bad headache for the rest of the day. 

98. Lukianowicz N (1967) “Body image” disturbances in psychiatric disorders. 

British Journal of Psychiatry 113: 31–47, 38. 

SOMATIC ILLUSIONS AND DELUSIONS 

Berrios says that when Esquirol applied the term hallucination to all sense modalities he was 

suggesting that all the senses function in the same way and, as hallucination was linked to 

vision, he was using this model of perception in all cases. But, as Jaspers says, vision and 

hearing are purely object-bound whereas organic and vital sensations and proprioception all 

relate to subjective bodily states. So, whilst visual and auditory stimuli are overtly public, 

vestibular and kinesthetic sensations are not. Bleuler says given what was then known, it was 

irrelevant whether misinterpretations of kinesthesias were illusions or hallucinations. This 

implies that the distinction could not be made from patients’ reports of subjective states.  

99. Berrios (1996): 37. 

100. Jaspers (1963): 109–110. 

101. Bleuler (1950): 95–96. 

Historically, similar sounding reports have been characterized in different ways. This is 

illustrated in Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2 Various characterizations of complaints of infestation 

TERM REPORTS  FORM 

“Delusional” parasitosis 

(Berrios) 

Complaints of body infestation by insects or 

parasites ± visual hallucinations 

Primary hallucinosis or 

delusional state, now the 

latter 

Ekbom’s 

syndrome/delusional 

parasitosis 

(Enoch & Ball) 

Believes with certainty that insects, lice, maggots or 

other small vermin living in the skin and sometimes 

the body 

Delusional disorder, 

delusions of infestation 

Ekbom’s syndrome (Sims) Believes he is infested with small but macroscopic 

organisms 

Tactile hallucinatory 

state, a delusion or an 

overvalued idea 

Fomication (Sims) Sensation of little animals or insects crawling over 

the body or just under the skin 

Haptic hallucination—

associated with cocaine 

addiction 

Signe de Magnan/Cocaine 

psychosis (Mayer-Gross) 

Feels small animals, worms, ants, lice in the skin of 

his hands or all over his body; or complains of 

Tactile hallucinations 



 

 

 

electricity or cocaine crystals entering his skin, may 

not only feel but see 

102. Berrios (1996): 48. 

103. Enoch D & Ball H (2001) Uncommon Psychiatric Syndromes, 4th edition. 

Hodder Arnold: London; 209. Citing: 

104. Ekbom K (1938) Präseniler Dermat-zoönwahn. Acta Psychiatrica 

Scandinavica 13: 227–259. 

105. Sims (1988): 100, 73. 

106. Mayer-Gross W, Slater E, & Roth M (1960) Clinical Psychiatry, 2nd edition. 

Williams & Wilkins: Baltimore, MD; 379. Citing: 

107. Magnan V & Saury M (1889) Trois cas de cocainism chronique. Comptes 

rendus des séances de la societé de Biologie 60–63. 

Complexities of classification aside there is broad agreement that somatic complaints are 

often associated with delusions which refer to the various sensations that the person reports. 

Thus Kraepelin notes that “imaginations” apparently connected with organic sensations are 

not infrequently given strange interpretations. Often they are associated with electricity and 

similar action at a distance. The SCAN glossary states that delusional elaborations of bodily 

sensations can be quite bizarre. Thus people complain of being tortured, of being caused to 

float, of having misplaced organs. Hallucinations of taste may be interpreted as poison, tactile 

hallucinations may be attributed to infestation by insects or parasites. 

108. Kraepelin (1919): 15. 

109. SCAN (1992): 120. 

As we have seen, some report bodily influences such that they are actually controlled by an 

external agent, whilst others report that certain sensations are inflicted on them. As noted 

earlier these complaints can be difficult to distinguish. In this section there are examples of 

ways in which sensations, real or illusory, are elaborated. 

Influences playing on the body 

Outward influences of a prejudicial kind 

Patients suffering from abnormal cutaneous sensations believe they are subjected to outward 
influences of a prejudicial kind, as galvanic and other agencies, that tortures are inflicted on them 
by supposed enemies giving rise to delusions of persecution and conspiracies going on against 
them. 

Thus a patient writes: “A night of battery again; the whole inside is battered; my face, my teeth, 
my head, my back pinned down with spears; double-hammer springs under the bed, across my 
mouth and teeth, right across the jaw and down the right side; my teeth all destroyed by 
galvanism.” 

110. Walmsley (1892): 43–44. 

I am the victim of violent changes 

The following is an example of endogenous misinterpretations based on an underlying 

organic state.  

During an attack of tonsillitis one patient wrote: “I am at this moment the victim of violent 
changes in my throat and tonsils. Whenever I comb my hair, someone makes it all fall out. The 



 

 

 

barber scratched my face four times this morning: he is trying to make me look old; my hair is 
already grey like an old man; they’re trying to soften my teeth to prevent me chewing properly; 
my blood is getting thin and I am getting eczema as a result of all these foul things being done to 
me. It is only because of my personal hygiene and the strength of my constitution that I keep 
control of my physical and intellectual powers.” 

111. Sérieux and Capgras (1987): 179. 

Operated on with instruments of torture 

William Chester Minor shot and killed a man in Lambeth in the early hours of February 17, 

1872. He was immediately arrested and thereafter said that it had been a terrible accident, he 

had shot the wrong man. His landlady reported that he was “formidably afraid of the Irish” 

and he had been to Scotland Yard three months previously complaining that Fenians were 

coming into his room at night to poison him. They tried to insert metallic biscuits, coated 

with poison into his mouth. And they maltreated and violated him in ways he could not 

describe.  

On the morning of the murder he awoke and was sure he saw a man standing at the foot of his 

bed. Grabbing his revolver from under his pillow he gave chase and shot at the man four 

times ultimately fatally. The victim was George Merrett who was on his way to work. Minor 

was in Broadmoor from 1872 to 1919 and in that time became a major contributor to the 

Oxford English Dictionary. Many of his fears persisted: 

August 1875: “The expression of his face in the morning is often haggard and wild, as though he 
did not obtain much rest. He complains that he feels as if a cold iron has been pressed against 
his teeth at night, and that something is being pumped into him.” 

May 1877 he was reported as explaining to an attendant that, “Socially … all systems are based 
on schemes of corruption and knavery, and he is the subject of their machinations. This lies at 
the heart of the brutal torture to which he is subjected each night. His spinal marrow is pierced 
and his heart is operated on with instruments of torture. His assailants come through the floor.” 

1878 “Electric currents from unseen sources are passed through his body, he insists. Electric 
buttons are placed in his forehead, he is placed in a wagon and trundled across the countryside” 
He was taken as far afield as Constantinople … where he was made to perform lewd acts in 
public. “They are,” he declared, “trying to make a pimp of me!”  

112. Winchester S (1998) The Surgeon of Crowthorne. Penguin Books: London; 

14–20, 111. 

The tricks played upon me 

Beers describes perversions of all his senses, false voices, food with an unusual flavor, and 

imaginary breezes. His use of the words “false,” “imaginary,” and “delusion” suggest that at 

the time of writing he was aware of the morbid nature of his experiences. But, when in the 

midst of them he believed they were the work of detectives. This account begins with his 

return home after a time in hospital. 

But my new-found ease was soon dispelled by the appearance of a nurse—one of several who 
had attended me at the hospital. Though at home and surrounded by relatives, I jumped to the 
conclusion that I was still under police surveillance. At my request my brother had promised not 
to engage any nurse who had been in attendance at the hospital. The difficulty of procuring any 



 

 

 

other led him to disregard my request … Finding myself still under surveillance, I soon jumped 
to a second conclusion, namely, that this was no brother of mine at all. He instantly appeared in 
the light of a sinister double, acting as a detective … 

While I was at Grace Hospital, it was my sense of hearing which was most disturbed. But soon 
after I was placed in my room at home, all of my senses became perverted. I still heard the “false 
voices”—which were doubly false, for Truth no longer existed. The tricks played upon me by my 
senses of taste, touch, smell and sight were the source of great mental anguish. None of my food 
had its usual flavour. This soon led to the common delusion that some of it contained poison—
not deadly poison, for I knew that my enemies hated me too much to allow me the boon of 
death, but poison sufficient to aggravate my discomfort … 

Imaginary breezes struck my face, gentle but not welcome, most of them from parts of the room 
where currents of air could not possibly originate. They seemed to come from cracks in the walls 
and ceiling and annoyed me exceedingly. I thought them in some way related to that ancient 
method of torture by which water is allowed to strike the victim’s forehead, a drop at a time until 
death releases him …  

My sense of sight was subjected to many weird and uncanny effects … Yet these illusions of 
sight I took for the work of detectives, who sat up nights racking their brains in order to rack 
and utterly wreck my own with a cruel and unfair Third Degree … 

In my chamber of intermittent horrors and momentary delights, uncanny occurrences were 
frequent. I believed there was someone who at fall of night secreted himself under my bed. That 
in itself was not peculiar, as sane persons at one time or another are troubled by that same 
notion. But my bed-fellow—was a detective; and he spent most of his time during the night 
pressing pieces of ice against my injured heels, to precipitate, as I thought, my overdue 
confession. The piece of ice in the pitcher of water … sometimes clinked against the pitcher’s 
side as its centre of gravity shifted through melting. It was many days before I reasoned out the 
cause of this sound; and until I did I supposed it was produced by some mechanical device 
resorted to by detectives for the purpose. Thus the most trifling occurrence assumed for me vast 
significance. 
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Delusions of persecution 

Auditory hallucinations 

Delusional significance 

An electrical feeling through my brain 

This gentleman described a mind machine that could take thoughts out of his brain. This was 

associated with an electrical feeling in his brain. 

When I was out walking they would pull up in a car, point something out of the window and 
drive off. I don’t know where I got the idea from exactly, I just started thinking it must be a 
mind machine. Twice I’ve been ill and twice I’ve seen this same thing pointing at me. My logical 
conclusion is it was a mind machine but it could have been a camera, or a tape machine. It 
seemed at the time too coincidental to be something to what I thought it was twice.  



 

 

 

I felt this electricity feeling in my brain. I now know it was just the nerve endings activity, 
anxiety. The car sped off and I started thinking “What can penetrate your brain?” I don’ know if 
it was at that point or some weeks after I started thinking it must have been a mind machine. I 
don’t now believe it was a mind machine. I still believe I can make mine work, but it’s just a 
theory. If it doesn’t work I will strive to make it better. 

I don’t think I felt muddled or confused as such. I couldn’t get it out of my head, “It must be a 
mind machine” then I thought “It can’t be.” I was thinking contradictory things. It eventually 
swung to being a mind machine. Various things fitted together. The time when I felt the 
electricity. I was out on my bicycle in autumn, winter. A car pulled up behind, drove off, pulled 
in a gate way, lights on full beam. This unhinged me, unnerved me. I put my bike in the field and 
went in the field. The car pulled up and drove past. Two people looked out, it reversed back to 
where I was. They pointed something over the window and sped off. There were no voices then. 
The next time, I was walking along a car pointed the same black box thing over the window and 
drove off. (#70) 

Coincidence 

Anxiety 

Delusional misinterpretation 


