Hearing Voices  

Hearing voices is far more common and widespread then many people understand. As far back as early biblical texts report instances where people hear voices. Cultural views provide many different interpretations of the experience.  This research explores some of the different explanations given and ways in which the medical world and communities respond. Whether it is a positive or a negative experience depends on your area of upbring and your cultures. 

The phenomenon of hearing voices has been understood differently over time with varying historical interpretations and explanations. Cultural understandings also vary widely. The topic of hearing is concerned with the differences of treatment between a western and eastern view of the phenomenon and of the effects on a person’s mental health and their worries about the voices in their heads.  

The starting point for these discussions is an online news article. A story appeared in the New Statesman on 4th March 2021 written by Sophie McBain. The story is a personal account of Patsy Hage’s struggle with hearing voices, it gives a detailed account of when the voices started and how they affected her life. It states that in the beginning as a child, the voices in her head protected her from stressful or upsetting situations but in later life the voices became more tormenting and affected her life more. This story is based from a western viewpoint, Patsy was born in the Netherlands, and the story was published in the UK. The news article looks at how the western response to hearing voices is to prescribe medication to solve the problem. This case study is set during the 1980s where western mental health care was less researched and underfunded. During this time certain psychiatrists believed that people with mental health did better in communities, than when they were placed in psychiatric hospitals due to post-war political reasons.  

There has been much information on auditory hallucinations that has been written, many of this was from the mid 1990s to the present time. There is much less information on historic perceptions of auditory hallucinations. There have been some accounts of different types of hallucinations throughout history. A good example of this is found in the Bible because there is the feeling and voice of God that people feel. Accounts of religious experiences are contentious and often disregarded in the scientific world. An example of auditory hallucination in the Bible would be when God tested Abraham by telling him to kill his son Isaac. This is an example used in Christopher Cook’s book ‘Hearing Voices, Demonic and Divine: Scientific and Theological Perspective’ this book itself looks at both the religious and scientific perspective of auditory hallucinations. 

Cultural explanations for auditory hallucinations vary. Dhar, 2020, presents an interview with Stanford Anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann and how her studies in the USA, India and Ghana show the different experiences with hearing voice and mental health in different cultures. Luhrmann et al’s research (2018) allows for a clear understanding on the differences between eastern and western cultural views on mental health, and how individuals in each country deal with it. It also shows that some people suffering with hearing voice still have certain fears that are the same even when in different cultures. Tanya Luhrmann’s research is also being references because the interview allows for an inside look at her perspective and the article show statistics.  

Some culture’s regard hearing voices as a positive experience related to a religious calling. Cottam et al article about religious explanations for hearing voices explores this idea. In the article it looks at ‘a comparison of religious voice hearers with and without psychosis.’ (Cottam et al, 2011).  Cottam et al hypothesised that people who were religious would interpret the voices in line with their beliefs, with in turn caused less distress about hearing voices. The methods used to collect this data was done by making three group, the first being a group of 20 mentally healthy Christians. This group being the base line. The second group being 15 Christians with psychosis, the last group being 14 nonreligious patients with psychosis. They all complete one questionnaire with contained a rating scale that measured the perceptual and the emotional aspects of auditory hallucinations. Cottam et al concluded that people with the religious belief and have auditory hallucination, these hallucinations provide a beneficial influence on their mental health. 

In western medical fields, hearing voices may have a variety of explanations. Martin’s article explores some of the different causes considered for the phenomenon including Childhood trauma. His study looks at how people with both dissociative identity disorder (DID) and schizophrenia that have auditory hallucinations was caused with or without childhood trauma.  Martine has three group the first being a group of 18 people with schizophrenia without childhood trauma. The second group contained 16 people with schizophrenia with childhood trauma. The last group is 29 people with dissociative identity disorder with childhood trauma. His research shows that people with childhood trauma and dissociative identity disorder are more likely to start have auditory hallucination by the time they turn 18 years old and with have more than two voices child, this voice could be both an adult and child voice in their head. This research indicated that the phenomenon is still little understood, and that research is still on going. What is clear that there is more than one explanation medical, as well as cultural reason.  

Mad in America a science, psychiatry and social justice is a webzine that is a non- profit organization about mental health and how it can be changed. This was founded by Robert Whitaker in 2002, the webzine also provides a continuing education on different mental health and different problems, solution and advise to deal with these problems. There is also a sister’s webzine called Mad in the UK, Asia, Brazil, Finland, Hispano- Hablante. One signification article is ‘Hearing Voices in the USA’ (Sera Davidow, 2017). In this article it talks about the ‘Hearing Voice movement’, this movement help people who suffer from hearing voices as well as getting publicity about auditory hallucination to change the stigma around the hearing voices.  this movement also look at different treatment plan that are not medicine base and they also share the personal experience with hearing voices. 

Auditory hallucinations of hearing voices have been recorded, throughout time and in different cultures. Some cultures associate hearing voices with religious experience, some with mental health and in some cases as a conscience. In the essay, there will be a comparison between these different cultures and time periods using my case study as starting point. Later bringing in historical background and both the western and eastern viewpoints and how culture has changed the association with auditory hallucinations for better or for worse. The perceived connection between childhood trauma and auditory hallucinations is explored and how the auditory hallucinations are understood as negative or positive voices.   
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