From Voices to "Normal" Thoughts:  a Spectrum of Experience

You may think that there is a simple division between "normal" people who just have "normal" thoughts and experiences, and people who have the unusual experience of hearing voices, but actually it is much more complicated than that.  This handout aims to give you an overview of the complex variations in experience people have.

· Voices that seem to be the sound of real people, that you believe at the time everyone can hear: Later perhaps you find out it was really just "voices" that only you were hearing.

· Voices that seem to be coming in through your ears, but you know they aren't coming from real people via soundwaves.  You may think it is coming from spirits or telepathy or something else.  You know that others around you are not hearing the same voices.

· Hearing voices "in your head."  It doesn't even sound like they are coming in through your ears.  It's very different from your thoughts, though, because they come automatically with a power of their own, and they seem to express the opinion of someone else or some other entity.

· "Channeling" the thoughts of another entity.  If you have this experience, you may be aware that you are thinking the thoughts that are being expressed, and that you are saying certain things to yourself, but you feel that these thoughts and statements come to you from some other entity.  You are just the channel, passively expressing what that entity wants you to think or say to yourself.

· Being aware of thoughts that seem to come from another personality within yourself.  This personality may seem very foreign to you or even nasty, but you do identify the thoughts as coming in some way from your own brain.

· Being aware of thoughts that seem to come automatically, you don't consciously will them to come and they may seem weird or nasty, and they may be very critical of you, but you are aware they come from your own brain, even though you may wish they did not.  You may think of them as coming from another "part" of yourself, or maybe just from a "lower" part of your brain that is less integrated or conscious.

· Therapists in trying to help people with emotional problems may help them sort out their self talk, distinguishing different "voices" like that of the critic, or that of the Bully.

· Many or even most people describe hearing a "still, small voice" within themselves that gives them good advice.  It is called the "conscience."  People who do not listen to this voice can be considered to be sociopathic, a kind of mental illness.

· Being aware of thoughts where you imagine what someone else you have known would say about something.  You may deliberately imagine this, or you may automatically repeat to yourself words you heard before, like repeating to yourself and maybe even imagining the sound of your mother's voice, as she told you "you're so lazy!"

· Then, of course, there are the thoughts that seem totally "you," that express who you consciously are and what you deliberately say to yourself.
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