Lost in a Mind Field
Strange experiences
are quite common
and most of them are
not a sign of mental
illness.

Sometimes you might
hear your name called
when no one is there…

…or you might get a spooky feeling
of being followed when no one is
around. Perhaps you have a feeling
that you are being rejected or
threatened by others who actually
mean you no harm.

Occasionally you might see
something out of the corner
of your eye but, when you
turn, there is nothing there.
Perhaps you think for a
moment that you see the
cat in the house when it’s
away doing something
else outside.

These experiences usually have no connection with mental illness.
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Some people have a sense for minutes or hours that their body or the outside world is
somehow unreal, perhaps flat, or that the colours are wrong, even though they know
that they, and the things around them, are real. This is usually not due to mental illness.
Many people also have powerful spiritual or religious experiences or see ghosts. If you
have lost someone you love, seeing them as you fall asleep or wake up or sensing their
presence near you is a normal experience.
Although these experiences can be part
of a mental illness, mostly they are
not. However, if seeing things
and other strange experiences
happen a lot something might be
disturbing the workings of your
brain. If it becomes very hard
to tell what’s real from what’s
unreal then you might have a
kind of mental illness called a
“psychosis”. A psychosis can
cause things going on inside
your mind to get mixed up with
outside reality.

Real or unreal?
Of course, the exact
nature of reality is an
interesting philosophical
question but I don’t want
to get this book bogged
down in that fascinating
but very muddy patch.
Instead of frolicking in
the philosophical mud
we’ll focus on the kind
of everyday knowledge
of reality that we use to
understand what’s going on
around us and to avoid bumping
into each other as we go about our day-today lives.
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From the unusual to the psychotic
The unusual experiences we’ve just talked about are astonishing but quite common
and not usually very frightening. Psychosis is less common but much more frightening.
It’s frightening because it hits you right in the centre of who you are - it hits you in your
mind and it’s hard to make it go away.
Having a psychosis means that you’re having an unintended and usually very
unwelcome break with reality. A psychosis involves very strange experiences and
major changes in behaviour. A psychosis can be quite short but it can also settle in and
bringing it under control can be a real battle.
If you have psychotic symptoms or you are close to someone who has such symptoms,
reading about what happens in psychosis might be uncomfortable or even upsetting.
This book has to deal with the bad experiences a psychosis brings and might, in places,
make you feel worried or bring back bad memories. If that happens, remember that
most of the problems can be made much less troublesome with the right treatment.
Reading this book will help you understand how a psychosis works and it will show you
that other people have similar strange experiences. While psychoses are complicated
and all of us have a great deal to learn, researchers are making great advances and
treatments are improving all the time. As you will discover later in the book, basic
research is likely to lead to revolutionary improvements in treatment over the next few
years.
One thing that makes psychosis hard to deal with is that those who have a psychosis
are often rejected or dealt with in cruel ways. This is called “stigmatisation” and, even
after decades of fighting to reduce it, rejection and hurt still remain frequent experiences
for those with psychotic illnesses and for their families and friends. Understanding how
a psychosis develops will help you to explain it to others and this will reduce stigma.
I wanted to draw a cartoon for almost everything mentioned in this book but I found it
quite hard to work out how to draw a psychosis. I needed something that showed how
complex and ferocious a psychosis is without making it too
frightening or in any way mocking. I eventually made a
whirly, twisting thing. I think it does the job.

Here it is!
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Treating schizophrenia
While we do not yet know how to cure schizophrenia, it can be treated and the results
are often good although rarely perfect. The treatment of schizophrenia involves far more
than giving medications.
Effective and humane treatment depends on all those involved being given the chance
to understand the illness, to be heard, and to work together with the right type of
professional support. Medication is also important but it is only part, although a very
important part, of good treatment for schizophrenia.

Let’s call all those professionals who help treat mental illness “clinicians”. If clinicians
are going to do their jobs well, they need time, training, flexibility and access to services
for those who have mental illnesses. Things like suitable accommodation, activities
and flexible employment schemes are very important for successful treatment but this
is sometimes not yet well understood by those who control the money and plan mental
health services.
A psychosis that is sudden or severe creates a situation in which the first steps in
treatment must be to ensure safety and prevent damage from extreme disturbance of
behaviour. Dealing with such emergencies is critical, but it should not be the main focus

of the overall treatment of schizophrenia or mental illnesses generally.
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