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Interpreting Psychotic Statements
0.
Introduction

In this short paper, I hope to offer a method to help us to interpret statements, that appear bizarre or nonsensical, made by people suffering from a psychotic illness focusing specifically upon statements made by people suffering from a schizophrenic-like illness.


I will attempt this under the following headings of intentionality, conventions, metaphors, identity, integrity, themes, value-seeking, anomaly and conclusion

1.
Intentionality

All purposeful behaviour is intentionally structured. Essentially this is ‘the entertaining of a certain state of mind towards a certain object or state in the world (that may or may not exist) with all the activity (mental and physical) that flows from this stance.’


Therefore, when someone does something or says something, however bizarre or nonsensical in appearance, that activity was purposefully intended ‘to some degree or other.’ I say to some degree or other on the grounds that although I stated all activity was intentionally structured (and constituted) that does not mean that that person was either in absolute control over their intentional formation or had no sense of intentional control whatsoever. Intentionality, therefore, is structured with a degree of integrity that may or may not be adequate in its intentional formation and performance.


Thus, all activity, including conversation, must not be dismissed as merely bizarre, nonsensical and meaningless. It is up to us, when and where we can, to extract what meaning can be found when expressed by a psychotic person in order to help us to understand the nature of their psychosis.

2.
Conventions

All thought and its reflection in conversation is structured in the light of learnt patterns of behaviour, i.e., genres of intentional activity, e.g., dictating a letter, a conversation with a friend, being interviewed by a doctor, relating an incident from the past, etc. In disturbances of thought, as in a psychosis, these conventions get used improperly and this inappropriate use of genre conventions certainly leads to statements made that can appear bizarre. 


In this type of situation, we might like to get the person to repeat themselves in more detail by asking what seems to be a relevant question in this regard (putting the person in a rhetorical context in the hope that it might elicit a response that might illuminate previous statements made by them).


I would also argue that our comprehension could never be absolutely comprehensive or absolutely non-comprehending. That we always have some degree of comprehension even if very basic, if only to the extent that we come to understand that the person is ‘asking for something,’ ‘wants to tell us something,’ etc. And that offers us grounds upon which to begin and hopefully complete this task of interpretation.

3.
Metaphor

Meaning can also be clarified by searching for the fundamental metaphor in the text that essentially defines its sense of genre, the rhetoric of its intent. This reminds me of the following conversation had with a patient by the name of Arthur. Arthur told me one morning, in a matter of fact like tone of voice, that ‘every morning he wakes up he thinks he is a telephone box.’ This struck me as quite bizarre but, curious, I asked the following question. “Why do you think that, Arthur?” Answering he stated “because when I awake I am in the middle of a long distance trunk call.” This struck me as equally bizarre but on reflection I think I can see the creative way he is describing what is happening to him on awakening. Can you ‘see’ what he is trying to say?


Basically, he is saying that every morning on awakening he is hearing voices. What could have been so quickly dismissed as nonsense or bizarre, and as nothing more, offers us some very interesting information about this person.

4.
Identity

In the previous conversation just reported Arthur stated he thought he ‘was’ a telephone box each morning. The insistence on this type of literal identity can also add to our perception of a statement as bizarre. Moreover, the degree of this type of insistence can also be an indication of the depth of psychosis present.


In a metaphorical comparison, we say something is like something else. That is, is both ‘like’ and is ‘not like’ the object or state being compared to. When we say ‘the moon is like cheese’ we mean that ‘the moon is both like cheese and not like cheese,’ i.e., it is round, appears to have holes in it, is pale in colour, etc., but at the same time is definitely not cheese. On the other hand to insist the moon ‘is’ cheese is to literally treat the metaphor. This type of concrete thinking can be both an indicator of psychosis and an indication of its severity through the degree of the insistence found to be expressed behind that stated affirmation. 

5.
Integrity

This brings me to consider reports made by the person as to their perceived degree of self-integrity, how they feel as an embodied person-in-the-world, recently, and, in comparison with earlier periods in their life. This sense of ‘self-tone’ is often the first thing a doctor, in an interview, will enquire about if this information has not already been proffered. We could rate ourselves out of 100, give ourselves a percentage score. In the same way, we could ask the psychotic person how they might rate, and differentiate, themselves on a day to day basis, recently, or with some other period in their lives when they felt they were doing alright relatively speaking. 


Often, in this regard, patients might set about trying to rationalise this variation in self-tone and this too can contribute to this overall sense of bizarreness found in statements made by a psychotic person.

6.
Themes

However, in a deep psychosis conversation and the statements made therein reflect an even greater degree of thought disorder and even the illusion of a conversation breaks down. Under such circumstances is it worth our while to look for the metaphor in the text and the rhetoric of its context when metaphor and various injunctions follow with little rhyme or reason? Given the obvious malformation of the thought processes should we seek for intent, and its intentional meaningfulness, when such intentional control over these processes appears lacking or severely diminished?


When thought disorder is marked we can instead, by processes of statistical analysis, look for the themes present in the conversation and note the relative prevalence of those themes. By these means we can gain some insight into the nature of that psychotic illness. E.g., a patient, let us call her Martha, in a long rambling monologue stated in part something paraphrased along these lines:


“Is everything alright, I am not any trouble am I, I am Jesus Christ, I have to suffer don’t I, are you sure nothing is going to happen, the world is a sinful place, is there anything I can do to help, I am going to be crucified...”


A cursory glance at these statements reveals a person who is fearful and worried, as someone who has a strange religious preoccupation, indeed, as someone who it would appear is making a literal identification with Jesus Christ; not in the vein of being ‘like’ Christ, or being ‘in’ Christ but ‘is’ Jesus Christ both in person and as to his gender, etc. Obviously, this person is very disturbed! Under such circumstances we can determine little about the person other than the fact that they are disturbed, and the approximate thematic appreciation of the nature of that disturbance as apparently experienced by that psychotic person. And that information in and of itself in this situation has a great value (especially when placed in the context of all relevant acts of commission and omission noted as having taken place in association with those statements)! A great value in the sense that we have here, at least, the recognition of a very disturbed person whom is most likely in need of urgent care and attention.

7.
Value-Seeking

In the previous statements made by Martha we can also note value-seeking behaviour. In a reaction to a self-perceived sense of self-disvaluation induced by her psychic thought-disordered sense of self various cultural myths are quoted in a desperate quest to re-integrate that sense of self. She states she is Jesus Christ, she wants to help, not be a problem for others, she thinks she is going to be crucified, etc.


Various cultural myths are re-enlisted to help her seek for the restoration of a new sense of psychic integrity, and, the expression, intensity and the nature of that type of effort can also strike us as bizarre.

8.
Anomaly


Using ourselves as a template from our own reactions we can also judge this sense of an ‘anomalous cultural difference’ between a psychotic individual and ourselves, which, through processes of empathy can be ‘felt’ by both parties; the greater distance between naturally more distant cultures also exaggerating this experience of overall bizarreness and/or making little sense apparently enacted by the psychotic person and initially received by ourselves as such.

9.
Conclusion

To conclude I would like to reiterate the following constructive points that might help us to interpret statements that appear to us to be relatively inappropriate, bizarre or non-sensical:

1.
All statements are intended and therefore must have some semblance of sense.

2.
Genre conventions need to be re-articulated.

3.
The fundamental metaphors in a text need to be re-articulated.

4.
The breakdown in metaphorical thinking should be noted and, if possible, quantified.

5.
Self-reports about our embodied tone in the world can also be quantified and qualified.

6.
Thematic analysis can also quantify and qualify intentional malformation.

7. The nature and intensity of value-seeking behaviour can also be noted.

8. Using ourselves as a template we too can also empathetically experience this sense of an  


anomalous cultural difference albeit from our own point of view.


By paying more attention to reports made by psychotic individuals and through a deeper interpretation of their statements we should find ourselves better able to communicate with them, and, therein, find ourselves in a better situation, hopefully, to be able to help them.









       Noël Tointon, 1.7.99 (11.8.17).
� 	As cultures appear to share certain conventions a breakdown in the use of those conventions would be experienced by all parties concerned as an ‘anomalous cultural difference’ between those parties.





