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Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy 

 

Editors:  Tom Stone Carlson, Sanni Paljakka, marcela polanco, and David Epston 

Associate Editor: Kimberly Rodriguez Jimenez 

 

 

Editors’ Note 

We are excited to announce another release of the Journal of Contemporary 

Narrative Therapy. The current release has two papers that really expand the 

limits of narrative practice when working with individuals who live with and hear 

voices.  

The first paper, “Voices are Nourished by Fear” highlights the innovative work of 

Christoffer Haugaard, in collaboration with his client Laura, and the roles that fear 

and curiosity play with people who are in relation with voices. 

In the second paper, “Respecting Voices: A Report on a Co-research Project 

Concerning Voice Hearing”, Christoffer works to provide a compilation of 

knowledges and discoveries made alongside his clients, and provide an alternative 

perspective on how to understand, work, and interact with voices, which are 

sometimes referred to as auditory hallucinations. 

We are confident that you will enjoy both papers. 

 

Sincerely,  

David Epston 
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Narrative Therapy News and Training Opportunities 

 

So You Want to Learn Narrative Therapy? Letters to an Aspiring Narrative 

Therapist by Sanni Paljakka & Tom Stone Carlson  

So You Want to Do Narrative Therapy? is an engaging and accessible introduction 

to contemporary narrative therapy practice. Each of the ten chapters is written in 

the series of letters personally addressed to a real student who is learning how to 

do narrative therapy at a narrative therapy agency. Each letter highlights the most 

useful discoveries during the authors’ years of practicing in a narrative therapy 

agency, both as a therapist and as supervisors. Each letter also contains 

transcripts from therapy sessions showing the principles and practices in action 

and ends with a therapeutic poem that was given to the client based on their own 

words from a therapy session. While written for narrative therapists at any level 

of experience, this book is especially useful for graduate-level theory courses in 

therapy training programs in counseling, psychology, social work, and family 

therapy.  

For more information and to purchase a copy, please visit: 

https://www.routledge.com/So-You-Want-to-Do-Narrative-Therapy-Letters-to-

an-Aspiring-Narrative-Therapist/Paljakka-Carlson/p/book/9781032755120  

JCNT Subscribers can use code “EFLY03” to receive a discount. 

Apprenticeship in the Artistry of Narrative Practice with David Epston 

Immerse yourself in this unique year-long apprenticeship with David Epston’s 

narrative therapy practice. This is the only place in the world where you can learn 

directly from the co-originator of narrative practice together with his closest 

colleagues. We use a unique pedagogy developed over decades for teaching 

advanced narrative therapy practice. Nowhere else can you experience such 

intensive training that takes place within a very detailed story of your own 

therapy sessions and that of others. 

This is a boutique learning experience, with between 6-10 apprentices in each 

cadre. 

https://www.routledge.com/So-You-Want-to-Do-Narrative-Therapy-Letters-to-an-Aspiring-Narrative-Therapist/Paljakka-Carlson/p/book/9781032755120
https://www.routledge.com/So-You-Want-to-Do-Narrative-Therapy-Letters-to-an-Aspiring-Narrative-Therapist/Paljakka-Carlson/p/book/9781032755120
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The course will take place in an online learning community made up of like-

minded, skilled narrative practitioners from all over the world. For more 

information go to: https://narrativeapprentice.com/  

Three Interviews with David Epston 

Counterstories, Wondefulness Enquiries, Witnessing Practices, & Possibilities for 

the Future with David Epston & Kay Ingamells. 

This course demonstrated Davi’s innovative teaching methods to teach the craft 

and art of narrative inquiry training using immersion earning through transcripts 

and internalized other questioning to focus on three interviews: 1) David’s well-

known interview and follow-up seven years later with Sebastian; 2) David’s 

interview with counselor Viola who has met 8 times with 16-year-old Joel, and 

then 5 minutes in, he begins to interview her as Joel; 3) David’s interview with 

social worker Karen as Jane and then as Jane’s son, Tim. Each time, David and his 

close colleague Kay Ingamells review a recorded interview, alongside a transcript, 

paying close attention to questions and reflections. Relevant papers, essays, 

commentaries and opportunities for registrants to contribute are integrated 

throughout the course. 

For more information go to: https://reauthoringteaching.com/narrative-

training/ce-courses/buses-dont-run-yet/3-interviews-david-epston/ 

https://narrativeapprentice.com/
https://reauthoringteaching.com/narrative-training/ce-courses/buses-dont-run-yet/3-interviews-david-epston/
https://reauthoringteaching.com/narrative-training/ce-courses/buses-dont-run-yet/3-interviews-david-epston/
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Voices are Nourished by Fear 

Christoffer Haugaard1 & Laura. 

 

Laura and I would like to share some of our experiences and considerations 
concerning voices or energies that we have wondered how best to understand. 
Were we dealing with a meaningless illness or perhaps a spiritual phenomenon? 
And regardless of which they may be, how does one manage them? Particularly if 
they are extremely transgressive and frightening. Early on, Laura arrived at the 
realization that “fear is something that voices eat. It makes them stronger. 
Instead, one must practice curiosity. That leads to a positive feeling”. This is an 
understanding which Laura put into practice on her own and we also made such a 
curiosity, as she recommended, the leading principle for our common exploration. 

Our conversations took place at Aalborg Psychiatric Hospital (Denmark) between 
August 2019 and February 2023. The present paper is based on our collective 
recollections, notes written underway, and a number of sound recordings of our 
conversations in 2019 and 2020. Laura had asked to consult with me to better 
understand her voices and to share her own experience. Word had reached her of 
the work of documenting knowledges concerning voices that I was then engaged 
in2. She desired to contribute to this and some of her voices had also encouraged 
her to do so. 

The voices make their appearance! 

Laura began to be able to hear voices when she was 19 years old and found 
herself in difficult life circumstances. She had been orphaned at 16 and had been 
in a poor romantic relationship for a few years, while also busy attending school. 
She occasionally smoked cannabis during this time. Then it happened that a 
number of voices began to speak to her and comment on her appearance. This 
was also associated with a sudden experience of being observed. Suddenly, a 

 
1 Christoffer Haugaard is a psychologist with 14 years of experience in working with psychosis. He is presently 
affiliated with Hejmdal Private Hospital, Denmark. Correspondence: haugaardch@aol.com   
2 We refer the reader to the published accounts of earlier collaborations in the Journal of Contemporary Narrative 
Therapy (Haugaard & Max, 2019; Haugaard & Victoria, 2019; Haugaard, Alice & Epston, 2021; Haugaard, Rose & 
Epston, 2021; Haugaard & Trish, 2021; Haugaard, Ava & Epston, 2023). 

http://www.journalnft.com/
mailto:haugaardch@aol.com
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private life no longer existed for Laura. 

Christoffer: Being constantly, invisibly observed and hearing voices commenting 
on you and having nowhere to hide would have many people end up 
sitting in a corner, rocking back and forth! 

Laura:  I did. I wasn’t able to do anything. I couldn’t undress. I couldn’t 
shower. I showered fully dressed sometimes. I knew there was no 
turning back. I had cried so many times. There was nothing I could 
do. I couldn’t put a blanket over myself; they were still there. Then 
they would be in my head. No matter what, they were there. I recall 
one day I was wearing a summer dress and waiting by a traffic light, 
and I could feel someone looking up under my dress, but no one was 
there! I went home and got in front of the mirror and undressed. 
Then I said to myself “they are looking at you because you are a 
pretty girl”. 

Christoffer:  Was that a seminal event? 

Laura:  Yes. Every time they would say “oh, you naughty girl” or something, I 
would say to myself, “they say that because you are a pretty girl”. I 
made it who I am. I also felt that actual people looked at me and then 
I would hear their thoughts. I also made that into “They are looking 
at me because I am a pretty girl. They think that because they are 
human, and you think that way too and that is okay”. Every time I felt 
they could hear my thoughts, I would think “they think that way too”. 

Christoffer:  Amazing. 

Laura:  You look positively stunned. 

Christoffer:  Experiencing something that frightening and such a loss of control 
and privacy, and then doing what you did. It sounds paralyzing. And 
maybe the reason I am sitting here wide-eyed is that as far as I can 
tell, it seems you went through this alone and figured this out by 
yourself. 

Laura:  I did. I am immensely proud of myself. Changing how you look at 
yourself – that is gold. 

http://www.journalnft.com/


    6   

 
 

 Voices are Nourished by Fear 

Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, December 2024 Release, p. 4-30. 

 www.journalnft.com 

 

In addition, Laura had the experience that the voices were able to take control 
over her body. She strove to come to terms with that as well and to see it in a 
positive light. It required her to accept not being in charge of her own body; 
otherwise, the recurring losses of control would constitute a destruction of her 
reality every time it happened. Instead, she opted for a kind of permanent 
destruction of her reality so that she could rebuild herself from there. 

Christoffer:  A permanent destruction of your reality – was that what you did? 

Laura:  Yes. Incredibly hard, but that is what I did. I then existed in a world 
where someone controlled me. I could do anything because nothing 
was impossible now. I made it a positive thing once again. I was 
suddenly able to draw like I never could before. And paint like I never 
could before. Everything just flowed. It was the sensation of being 
taken by creativity and the feeling that everything is just beautiful. 
Everything could be painted on. I painted the underside of my table, 
lying on the floor, and I painted the top of the table. There was also 
something with mirrors. My voices would sometimes see through my 
eyes and show me what they saw. They can see me as being 
incredibly beautiful, or fat, or something else. Then, I see myself that 
way, like you would see me. Or how someone else would see 
another person. I said to myself “see the world with new eyes”. 

Laura did other things to handle these phenomena as well. Around the time of 
these events, she developed a spiritual approach to life, and consequently, it was 
also meaningful for her to view these speaking entities and influences on her 
body as being spiritual in nature. She oriented herself by an understanding of 
spirits as being the souls of the deceased that for some reason cling to the 
physical reality and influence the living. Her understanding of such spirits was that 
they were really supposed to move on in their spiritual development and let go of 
physical reality, but spirits that are insufficiently evolved may struggle to realize 
this and experience difficulty letting go. She intuitively sensed that these voices 
perhaps needed to learn something from her. She developed a strategy on this 
basis: If the spirits perceive the physical world through Laura, then perhaps she 
could contribute to their development by means of what impressions she 
provided them with. She began to frequent beautiful places and go for walks in 
natural surroundings so that the voices could share in beautiful and edifying 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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sensory experiences. 

However, some of the voices were very violent towards Laura. During a period of 
time, whenever she went to bed to sleep, voices would approach and molest her. 
This was extreme, and Laura discovered that she was powerless against these 
nocturnal attacks. She attempted to wrap herself up in blankets, sleeping fully 
dressed, keeping her legs pressed tightly together, but this did not prevent the 
assaults. When the attacker is not physical, it is no use locking the door. They 
could always reach her. One night, she desperately prayed to God for help, and 
suddenly she heard a voice that was different from the others. It said to her that 
God told her to do two things: To fix her auditory attention to the sounds of the 
radiator and to spread her legs as far apart as possible. She did this and the 
assault stopped immediately for the night! She attempted this strategy several 
times and it was effective for several weeks, but less effective than the first time. 
Around this time, some of the voices became involved in protecting Laura. Some 
voices assaulted her, while others were concerned with expressing themselves 
through her and teaching her things, and finally, some wanted to protect her. She 
positioned these protective voices around her body, and consequently, they 
served as a guard against attacks. 

Having an illness. 

These overwhelming experiences finally led to Laura being hospitalized at the 
psychiatric hospital. Here, she was told that her experiences were due to 
schizophrenia, and she was administered an antipsychotic. She continued to be 
able to hear voices and experience her body being taken over by them. She would 
allow them to temporarily control her body so that they could use it for dancing, 
writing, or painting. Her perception of herself changed. She was divided into 
present and past selves, with a prominent sad self that she did not experience as 
part of her conscious identity. Her core was covered by layers of voices and on 
top of all those layers was Laura’s consciousness. Well-meaning voices took it 
upon themselves to protect Laura's body and core, and to take over control 
because Laura herself was unable to do so. To Laura, this was an experience of 
letting go of herself due to intense emotional pain. 

This new understanding of her experiences as being the result of an illness also 
changed Laura’s relationship with herself and the voices:  

http://www.journalnft.com/
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Laura:  I discovered that I myself was important. The voices can be whatever 
they want to be. They weren’t as important anymore after I found 
out I have an illness. Now I was important. I could help the rest of the 
world rather than them being the ones to do so. I could before as 
well, because I did believe that I had a message to deliver. That is 
what I believed in. I still do, really, because everyone has messages to 
deliver, but it is not about the voices all the time. Now it is more 
about me. 

It was after this that she began to deal with them as “voices” rather than “spirits”. 

The violent attacks ceased over time and the experiences of being controlled by 
the voices became less frequent and intense. The voices did not disappear, 
however, and Laura continued to experience a division of herself into multiple 
selves, surrounded by different voices, some of which were unpleasant, 
possessive and sexually transgressive, while others were protective and guiding, 
or just kept her company. She also experienced her mind differently after 
receiving psychiatric treatment in the form of an absence of thoughts. She used to 
have a creative and active inner life, but this was now significantly reduced. 
Likewise, she began to distance herself from the spiritual worldview she had 
before. Some of the voices were displeased with this. 

Brazilian associations. 

Our collaboration began in 2019, six years after the voices first appeared. Laura 
told me her story as described above. The first thing that occurred to me when I 
heard all this was that it reminded me of Spiritism! This spiritually-oriented 
approach that she had initially taken, her attempt to help the spirits to evolve and 
the sexually transgressive behavior of some of the spirits, as well as the 
experiences of them taking control of her body for dancing and writing reminded 
me of a phenomena described in the anthropological literature I was familiar 
with. I asked her if she was spiritually inclined. She confirmed that she certainly 
was earlier, but less so now that she considered it to be schizophrenia. Asking 
about any prior knowledge of Spiritism, she denied any formal involvement or 
training in anything of that sort. I silently considered whether it might be helpful 
to consider conceptual possibilities and structures that might be available to us in 
spiritual frameworks. Such an approach has been suggested by the psychologist 
David Lukoff (2007; Phillips, Lukoff & Stone, 2009. See also Clarke, 2010 and 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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Scrutton, 2016). I therefore inquired with Laura whether she would be interested 
in considering spiritual conceptual frameworks. Indeed she was. I now shared 
with her the associations that had come to me regarding her story: 

1) Her understanding that the spirits needed to learn through her, which she 
strove to provide by means of positive impressions, reminded me of 
Spiritist practice. Spirits of the deceased may lack sufficient spiritual insight 
and moral integrity to let go of the physical world. They then try to fulfill 
their desires by attaching to a living person and attempting to sway that 
person in the direction of what the spirit wants. The solution is moral 
teaching and spiritual insight called ‘doctrination’, which intends to evolve 
the spirit so that it may move on to its destination in the afterlife. Similarly, 
more evolved spirits may function as guides and helpers to the living to 
promote their own evolution through moral work. Laura’s intuitive practice 
appeared to have something in common with the Spiritist concepts of 
doctrination and spiritual/moral evolution (Kardec, 2021; Rasmussen, 
2019). 

2) Laura’s experience of spirits controlling her body reminded me of 
possession phenomena in both Spiritism and Afro-Atlantic religions such as 
Santería and Candomblé. For example, Spiritists make use of automatic 
writing where a spirit controls the hand of a medium and thereby delivers 
messages (Kardec, 2021). In Brazilian Candomblé, possession by a spirit is 
desirable under the right circumstances, and these African spirits enjoy 
dancing through the bodies of their worshippers (see for example Bramley, 
1994; Rasmussen, 2019; Wafer, 1991). 

3) In the worship of spirits like Exú and Pomba Gira in Brazil, there is a 
tendency for strong erotic expressions and desire for bodily sensuality from 
these spirits. Sexual intercourse is also a metaphor for spirit possession in 
Candomblé (Rasmussen, 2019). Might the sexually-oriented attacks and 
desire from the spirits that Laura described be meaningful in such a light? 

I also told Laura that while Spiritism and these Afro-Atlantic religions have 
common features and have influenced each other, they do also tend to differ in 
some regards: Spiritism aims at assisting spirits to let go and move away from the 
physical towards transcendence, while Candomblé rather strives to help certain 
spirits to obtain a stronger connection to the physical world. Such understandings 
and practices are a prominent part of the culture in some places in Brazil, and 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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there are even Spiritist psychiatric hospitals (Lucchetti et al, 2012; Wafer, 1991). 

Then, something remarkable happened! Laura now informed me that a number 
of her voices were quite interested in what I was describing and that indeed they 
desired for Laura to travel to Brazil. She did not share that desire, however, nor 
was it what I had in mind. I suggested that these understandings might inspire 
some ideas as to how Laura might establish a more acceptable relationship with 
the voices. It is common for spirits in Brazil to be initially violent or cause trouble 
in people’s lives until the right relationship is established (see for example 
Seligman, 2010; Wedel, 2009). Perhaps it all had some meaning? 

Laura had surprising news when we met one week after this conversation. An 
entire group of voices had informed her that they would now leave her and go to 
Brazil. And so they did. They were gone now. Many other voices remained, but a 
whole group had disappeared! I found this to be indeed puzzling and I was curious 
to know how this was possible!3 Some of Laura’s remaining voices were likewise 
interested in this question and even asked during our conversation; “how do we 
go to Brazil?” Laura’s own impression was that it is something voices may choose 
to do, but probably only voices that have reached a sufficient level of awareness – 
something Laura believed she had contributed to developing. During the 
following couple of weeks, more voices similarly said farewell to Laura and told 
her that they were going to Brazil. It was very mysterious. 

However, one voice reacted differently to these considerations. A couple of 
weeks after our discussion about Brazil, Laura paid a short visit to the psychiatric 
emergency room. She was not hospitalized on this occasion. The reason was that 
she had become concerned about a voice that had attempted to control her body 
and wanted her to call him her god. Considering how our perception of the voices 
seemed to have the capacity to affect them, just as Laura had experienced them 
being affected by the shift to a psychiatric perception of them, I became worried 
about our considerations. Might it pose a risk to Laura to consider various 
possibilities for what voices may be and how to interact with them? Might we risk 
shaping them in problematic ways? Laura assured me, however, that it was okay 
and that she wished to explore different ways of perceiving things. She wanted 
knowledge of as many understandings as possible in order to better make up her 
own mind about it. In addition, she told me that so much had happened since we 

 
3 I have previously met people whose voices have left them. See Haugaard, Rose & Epston, 2021. 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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started that she definitely wanted to continue. 

Over the coming weeks and months, we explored the connections between voices 
and selves and how Laura had developed certain systems for managing the 
voices. These systems proved rather difficult to put into words, however, and 
difficult for Laura to even recall clearly. She was able to describe a system for 
dismantling the voices’ control of her body, and she employed this system during 
part of our collaboration: First, she had to notice subtle shifts in the body that 
indicate that a movement is not her own but controlled by voices. Then, she 
would consciously allow the voices to perform this control, and then interfere 
with it by making a deliberate action contradicting theirs. By doing so, she 
nonverbally communicated to the voices that this was something she wanted to 
control herself. Over time, some voices learned in this way to step back and 
transfer control to Laura, a control that they had initially assumed in order to help 
her when she was unable to do so herself. We discovered that some voices were 
associated with particular selves that were in turn associated with particular 
periods in Laura’s life. They were cut off from the present Laura and for that 
reason not necessarily up-to-date concerning her present situation. Laura had the 
feeling that they were listening in on our conversations, but as someone 
occupying a separate room and putting their ears to the wall to listen. Some of 
the voices turned out to appreciate tea and coffee, which I started serving them. 
Laura sensed how the voices, lacking hands, would suck the beverage from the 
edge of the cup.4 

Assault and mana. 

In early 2020, Laura and I considered whether a reduction in antipsychotic 
medication might alleviate Laura’s experience of being detached from her 
thoughts. She worried about reducing the dose, fearing that the voices wanting to 
touch her might become violent again, as they had been leading up to her 
hospitalization. I suggested two ways of understanding voices: 1) They are 
external entities that come to you for some reason. 2) They have their origin 
inside yourself and reflect something in your life. Laura inclined towards the 
second option. If the voices that desired her sexually reflected something in 
herself, what could it be? Was there something related to love, intimacy, or 
sexuality that Laura was not on good terms with? Laura didn’t immediately think 

 
4 Concerning voices drinking coffee, see Haugaard, Alice & Epston, 2021. 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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so. 

Christoffer:  Perhaps some of the voices know something about this? Voices, do 
you know anything about this desire to touch Laura? 

Laura:   A voice says “yes”. 

Christoffer:  Why do you have this desire to touch her? What is the meaning of it? 

Laura:  A voice says, “you have been raped”. But that isn’t true. I have never 
been raped. 

Christoffer:  Are any of the voices that have been involved in touching you, and 
who have this erotic attraction to you, present today? Are they 
listening in? 

Laura:   Yes. 

Christoffer:  Why do you want to touch Laura? 

Voice5:  I want Laura. 

Christoffer:  Why? 

Voice:   I want her to become sexually aroused. 

Christoffer:  Why? 

Voice:   Because she likes it. 

Laura told me what she thinks of erotic desire, trust, and consent and I informed 
the voice that Laura did not appreciate being touched without consent. The voice 
said it didn’t care. Laura went on to describe how she felt when that group of 
voices assaulted her while she desperately and despairingly tried to cover herself 
up to prevent it, and how she had to conclude that she could do nothing to stave 
them off. She never spoke to anyone about this while she was hospitalized 
because it was too intimate. Her attempt to see it in a positive way was a 
desperate survival strategy. 

 
5 When the voice is given as the speaker, Laura is telling me what the voice is saying for me to hear. 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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Christoffer: This sounds like traumatic events to me, and as far as I can 
determine, it constitutes rape. Voice who touches Laura, you have to 
stop this. Do you understand? You cannot do this to Laura anymore. 

Voice:  I don’t care. 

Laura:   Now my sad self is sort of over here to the one side and the voice is 
over at the other side and the sad self is screaming at the voice and 
saying, “you raped me!” 

Christoffer:  How is the voice responding to that? 

Laura:  He looks sad and he is crying. He says, “that wasn’t my intention”. But 
then he dries his eyes and says, “but I still don’t care”. 

Christoffer:  Was he actually affected, but then he puts on a hard face like a tough 
guy? 

Laura:  Maybe. 

Christoffer:  We have to find a way to stop this. Make a deal with these voices or 
convince them to change their minds. 

Laura:   He isn’t interested in any deals. 

Christoffer:  Right. Nonetheless, we have to find a way. I wonder what the 
circumstances were that led up to all this. Back when these voices 
started gaining access to your body, what went on at that time? Was 
your personal power to resist or spiritual barrier damaged, allowing 
them to enter? Does that make sense – the idea that you have an 
inner power that protects you and that it can be damaged? 

Laura:   Well, I smoked cannabis at the time. 

Christoffer:  Yes, but there was more. Your mother died when you were a 
teenager and your father wasn’t around. And difficulties even before 
that. 

Laura:   Yes. My mother died and I moved away from home before I was 18. I 
lived with a guy who was hard on me and made threats to leave me. 

http://www.journalnft.com/
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The thought of being abandoned was like being left behind in a black 
hole. 

Christoffer:  I imagine you had to adapt to him and submit yourself? 

Laura:   Yes, I did that. I couldn’t bear the thought of being alone. 

Christoffer:  I wonder if your personal power and barriers were weakened by 
these circumstances. 

Laura:   I don’t quite follow you. 

Christoffer:  Right. I am reading a book about a collaboration between a 
psychiatrist and a Māori healer in New Zealand6. This healer talks 
about ‘mana’ – that personal power and spiritual authority that a 
person possesses. It can be weakened, and then you become 
receptive to negative spiritual influences. For example, influences 
that try to corrupt a young person’s talents and contributions to life. 
The healer uses certain prayers to separate these influences, but that 
is not sufficient. He focuses on supporting the person to build her or 
his mana so that you are protected and able to push away negative 
forces. I can’t help but think of the concept of ‘mana’ in relation to 
your story. If your mana was stronger, maybe these voices could not 
reach you. 

Laura:   Oh, this is really strange. 

Christoffer:  What is strange? These ideas? 

Laura:   It is as if everything just changed. As if I stepped into another 
dimension. There is a wall between me and the voices and it is like 
they are at a distance. I can still contact them if I want to, but I am 
separate from them. 

Christoffer:  Wow! What is happening?! Is this a good state to be in? 

Laura:   Yes! 

 
6 NiaNia, Bush & Epston, 2017. 
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Christoffer:  How did that happen? This is fantastic! Was it something we were 
talking about? Something I said? 

Laura:   I don’t know. Sometimes these shifts occur. 

Christoffer:  Such uncanny things have happened. It is as if we sometimes push a 
button without knowing it. Like when all those voices went to Brazil. I 
wonder what it is this time. Was it something to do with mana? Or 
prayer? 

Laura:   I am interested in this mana. 

Christoffer:  Shall we try to find a way to restore your mana? 

Laura:   I would really like that, but I don’t know how. 

Christoffer:  Let’s give it a try. 

The following week, Laura told me that this different state had faded after this 
conversation and that there had been no reactions from the voices. She was 
unable to point to any particular trigger for the event but stated that she 
sometimes had experiences like that, seemingly out of the blue. 

Guardian spirits and dreams. 

During our collaboration, we often discussed spiritual conceptual frameworks and 
particularly wondered how to make sense of the violent voices in such a light. 
Laura understood the spiritual realm to be full of love and in light of that, the 
voices’ assaults were difficult to comprehend. She also had an understanding that 
the souls of some deceased people could cling to the living and attempt to satisfy 
their own desires – for example, such as a desire for intoxication. Such spirits 
really ought to let go of this world. I made reference to widespread ideas in many 
cultures that the spiritual realm contains both helpful as well as dangerous forces, 
and that the individual often enjoys the protection of a guardian spirit. Perhaps 
some spirits are damaging, and humans may be particularly vulnerable to them if 
there is a problem with your guardian spirit or if something has happened with 
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your mana?7 While we were entertaining such ideas, Laura had a recollection:  

Laura:  Actually, I had a strange dream. A long time ago, I dreamed that I was 
running along a path and a giant grey wolf was chasing me. I turn 
around and look into its eyes and see that… I get a feeling. I just can’t 
remember what it was, but then the wolf throws a fit. I get the 
feeling it doesn’t want to hurt me, but then it does anyway. It has an 
outburst of rage. Then I run down a path and a big green hill in bare 
feet and wearing a soiled white dress. I reach a rampart made of 
stones. I run past it and can feel the wolf hot on my heels. It is 
gigantic. Twice, thrice the size of a normal wolf. Then I reach a group 
of farmers holding pitchforks and torches. I run through the crowd, 
and they shield me from the wolf. Then I think I woke up. And the 
funny thing is that just recently I had another dream about this wolf. 
The head was on a spike, and it was blue. The eyes were still yellow. 
It was in a castle or something. I could see the spike through its 
mouth and then it spoke. 

Christoffer:  It was separated from the body? 

Laura:  Yes, it was only the head. And then it spoke. 

Christoffer:  Could you hear what it said? 

Laura:  No, I don’t remember it, but it said something. It was as if it was too 
far away for me to hear it, but I saw its mouth moving. 

Christoffer:  That means something! 

Laura:  The first dream felt extremely real, as if I was really running. I had the 
first dream just when I started hearing voices. 

She didn’t know what to make of the dream, but it seemed intriguing that the 
dream of being chased by a wolf occurred just as the voices had started to speak 

 
7 See for example Bramley (1994) concerning orí and orisha in Brazil; Somé (1999) regarding siura with the Dagara 
in Burkina Faso; Simek (1993) concerning the fylgje in a pre-Christian Scandinavian context; Eliade regarding 
helping spirits in shamanistic societies and Wilby (2005) concerning possible related phenomena in early modern 
Britain; Kardec (2021) about helping and disturbing spirits in Spiritism; NiaNia, Bush & Epston (2017) about Māori 
concepts of ancestral spirits and mana. 
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to her. The second dream happened shortly before this conversation. We did 
consider the possible meaning of it at the time. For example, whether it might 
reflect the bad relationship she was in leading up to the arrival of the voices, or if 
it had something to do with fear. It is also notable, however, that Laura recalls 
these dreams precisely in the context of speaking of guardian spirits. One may 
interpret such a dream in several ways, whether one is partial to Freudian or 
Jungian frameworks. Nonetheless, I find the connection to guardian spirits 
particularly interesting, not least because Laura dreamed of a supernatural wolf 
again at a later time; Laura received a message that the wolf was her guardian 
spirit while in an altered state of consciousness in connection with a meditation 
practice in 2022. In that case, her interaction with the wolf in these dreams 
should perhaps be understood very differently than as a metaphorical expression 
of her own fears. 

Something else for the voices to desire. 

In March 2020, Laura and I arrived at a perception of Laura’s selves as being 
connected to various periods of her life, and that various voices co-existed with 
these selves in partially compartmentalized mental spaces. The violent voices who 
had assaulted Laura were now contained together with one of her past selves. It 
was all the pain and suffering at that time that had caused the 
compartmentalization as a way for Laura to protect herself. Thus, the attackers 
had been encapsulated. Our hypothesis was that a reunion of the selves could put 
Laura at risk of new attacks. We therefore needed a way to manage this group of 
voices before a reunion and healing was possible. We now endeavored to solve 
this problem. Speaking about this, some voices opined that they had no interest 
in any deals and that I should mind my own business. This made me think of my 
collaboration with Alice (Haugaard, Alice & Epston, 2021). Alice’s voices were 
preoccupied with violence and gore, but Alice and I discovered that their 
bloodthirst could be sated by having them watch gory movies. We didn’t even 
have to watch it with them. I asked Laura; “would you say that these voices are 
attracted to things sexual or erotic?”, which she confirmed. I described the 
experiences with Alice’s voices and continued, 

Christoffer:  As you have said, the problem with these voices is that you cannot 
lock the door on them or call the police. What to do, then? May I be 
frank here? This idea is forming in my head, but it may be outrageous 

http://www.journalnft.com/


    18   

 
 

 Voices are Nourished by Fear 

Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, December 2024 Release, p. 4-30. 

 www.journalnft.com 

 

or just far out. Would it be okay if I say something that sounds crazy, 
and if it doesn’t make any sense, then we just drop the idea? 

Laura:  You just go right ahead. 

Christoffer:  Well, bloodthirsty voices like gory movies, so maybe voices with 
sexual interests like… erotic material? Not for us to look at, but for 
the voices. Does that sound completely weird? 

Laura:  No, it makes sense. 

We have a laugh at how comical this seems, and I explain my idea of procuring a 
magazine with pictures of undressed women and laying it out for the voices up on 
my desk where Laura and I can’t see it. 

Laura:  I sense one of the voices in particular now – a male. It is the one we 
have spoken to before. The one that my sad self screamed at. When 
we spoke of providing him with an erotic magazine, I sensed him 
lowering his shoulders. As if he relaxed. 

Christoffer:  So he would be interested in that? 

Laura:  Yes. 

Christoffer:  Excellent! That is very good. Maybe we’ll get along better and find a 
solution. 

Laura:  He says “I still don’t like you”. 

Christoffer:  Oh, that is all right. He doesn’t have to like me. I just hope we can 
find a way to be in the same room, so to speak. I just hope he will 
appreciate our attempts to accommodate him. 

Laura:  He can accept that. 

Thus, I procured an erotic magazine. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, we were unable 
to put this into practice until a few weeks later. We met in my office again in late 
April 2020, and had the foresight to record the conversation. I laid out the 
magazine and opened it and then got back in my seat next to Laura and waited. 
The most prominent of the voices that desired Laura and who had expressed his 
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interest, went up and had a look, but also seemed somewhat indecisive about the 
situation. 

Laura:  Now I sense him going up there and then I felt one of my selves – the 
sad self who is exhausted and has an almost greyish skin tone.  I also 
sense that he wants something more physical than the magazine. 

Christoffer:  Okay? How? What does he mean? 

Laura:  He wants me. I feel a touch on my thigh. 

Christoffer:  I have to point out that this is something Laura disapproves of. 

Laura:  He is standing there looking like a big question mark saying “I 
thought you liked it”. I tell him “it is a different thing to like it with 
your partner, but I don’t want to be with someone who oversteps my 
boundaries and doesn’t take no for an answer. I don’t want to be 
with something that isn’t real”. Perhaps it is a bit harsh to say he is 
not real. 

Christoffer:  He is something other than we are, right. Something other than you 
and your boyfriend. 

Laura:  He is like a question mark. Then he actually feels sad because he likes 
me. In that case, he has a strange way of showing it. 

Christoffer:  Indeed. 

Laura:  The sad self is in pain and has suffered much due to your presence. 
Then he is silent. Now I sense that he wants to leave, and he is 
welcome to do so. He appreciates all that I have taught him about all 
this, and then I feel a touch on my thigh again… sigh… and I don’t 
want anything to do with that. 

Christoffer:  You just said – if I might take the liberty of speaking to you also – that 
you appreciated the things Laura has taught you. That includes her 
having boundaries… 

Laura:  I just have to stop you there, because he is actually angry about you 
speaking. 
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Christoffer:  Sorry. 

Laura:  He shows me that he slaps you in the face. 

Christoffer:  Sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude. 

Laura:  He is standing there like a question mark, but also frustrated. He tries 
to touch you instead. 

Christoffer:  Okay. I cannot feel it. 

Laura:  No. He turns back to me because you can’t feel it. 

Christoffer:  Does he not know what to do right now? 

Laura:  I don’t think so. I think he should sit down and just relax and listen in 
if he wants to. Now he is showing me that he is sitting down and 
looking through the magazine again. I think he is having difficulty 
being calm. It can all seem somewhat strange, right? I just asked if he 
wanted coffee, but he angrily replied “no!” He definitely doesn’t. And 
that is okay… I am asking him if we can ask him any questions. He 
says “yes…. No”. 

Christoffer:  I wonder if maybe he finds it uncomfortable that our attention is on 
him just now. Shall we allow him to just sit there and then we’ll 
occupy ourselves with something else for a while and leave him 
alone? 

Laura:  I can sense that my sad self is feeling more safe now and is moving 
closer. 

Christoffer:  I am pleased. 

Laura:  Just as I say that he comes over and wants to scare my sad self off. 

Christoffer:  Right. He is welcome to stay put where he is. Is that okay with him? 

Laura:  Again he’s saying “yes… no!” 

Christoffer:  Right. The sad self feeling safer and coming forward, is that a sign 
that at least some of the voices that want to touch have moved away 
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somewhat? 

Laura:  I would say it is. He is actually rather quiet over there by the chair, 
but he does want to touch me and have something to do with me. He 
says “that is because you like it”. But that was because my 
medication at that time resulted in an increased sex drive, and then it 
was really difficult to resist, even though I didn’t want anything to do 
with them. When I felt possessed and my hands felt like someone 
else’s – what are you to do? 

Christoffer:  Have there been circumstances that might give the impression that 
you do not have the boundaries that in fact you have? 

Laura:  Yes. 

Christoffer: And maybe he liked that? 

Laura:  The way I see it, I was trying to make the things they did to me into 
something positive for myself. 

Christoffer:  Like a survival strategy? 

Laura:  Yes. There wasn’t much else I could do. Otherwise, I would have 
been in the same fix today. 

Christoffer:  Might some of these voices have misconstrued it? Might they have 
come to believe that what they were doing was okay? And then be 
surprised to suddenly be confronted with boundaries? 

Laura:  Yes. But he is right in a way. I did like it, but I didn’t like the person 
behind it. Now he is like a question mark again. 

Christoffer:  There seems to be something almost wistful about him. He is longing 
for physical contact and becomes almost sad at being rejected. You 
are perfectly entitled to do so, of course. You decide what you want 
to do and with whom. But it seems to make him sad, really. I wonder 
how to make sense of this. Is this connected to something coming 
from you? Or are we to understand him and this group of voices as 
being something in themselves? Might they be able to detach from 
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you like some voices have done? 

Laura:  Well, now… This has never happened before! I ask if he would be 
able to, and then something in the background says “there shall be 
silence”. They normally reply whenever I ask them. 

Christoffer:  Something says it shall be silent? 

Laura:  I think it is my own idea of how it ought to be. 

Christoffer:  Your wish for silence from the voices? 

Laura:  Yes. I think it did something that we confronted these unpleasant 
voices. 

Christoffer:  Does this mean they are less dangerous? Or are they potentially still 
a problem? 

Laura:  They are not as big a problem for me. I used to feel them just like if 
you put a hand on my shoulder, and it doesn’t feel that way 
anymore. They are not a problem for me as such, but the sad self still 
feels them the way I used to. She is not comfortable with that. 

Christoffer:  Would it be a good thing if they distanced themselves to make more 
room for the sad self? 

Laura:  Yes. 

Christoffer:  Is it your impression that it is meaningful to do what we did today? 

Laura:  We must confront them somehow, and I think we did so successfully. 
Even if he had a few eruptions. 

Christoffer:  Maybe that is to be expected from a confrontation. Having that 
magazine up there, does that get some kind of dialogue going? 

Laura:  I definitely think so. We haven’t had much contact with them before. 
We certainly had today. 
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Effects of this practice. 

We kept this practice of laying out a magazine for these voices over an extended 
period. They were calm, and there were no further clashes with them, except one 
incident when the male voice got the impression that I would deprive him of the 
magazine and became angry. He calmed down when I assured him, I had no such 
intention. We eventually changed to having consultations by phone as the voices 
were increasingly no longer intrusive and close contact seemed unnecessary. I 
continued to lay out the magazine in my office during phone consultations for a 
while, but that too eventually seemed unnecessary, and I ceased to do so without 
any protest from the voices. Laura kept working on dismantling the influence of 
the other voices by means of her method described earlier. The voices became so 
withdrawn and generally positive or neutral in relation to Laura that she became 
interested in reducing her medication, hoping to retrieve her formerly rich inner 
life. A gradual and very slow reduction was initiated in collaboration with Laura’s 
psychiatrist. This was uneventful until Laura experienced a degree of emotional 
sensitivity and instability at the lowest dose and decided to stay at 5 mg Abilify for 
an extended period. She was not subjected to the attacks from the sexually-
interested voices that she had feared. If they were still present, they certainly 
kept calm and did nothing.  

The return to spirituality. 

Laura became increasingly involved in spiritual practice during the reduction of 
antipsychotic medication. Our conversations focused on considerations about the 
relationship between spirituality and psychosis, and the relation between the self 
and the universe. Laura started practicing meditation and receiving spiritual 
healing, which led to many spiritual intuitions. This was emotionally demanding at 
times, as Laura experienced it as both letting go of and accepting herself — 
simultaneously losing and becoming herself. The separation between different 
selves and between Laura and the voices began to dissolve little by little, and she 
had several experiences of being in contact with spirit guides who advised and 
guided her. One of the insights she gained was that the animal in her dream when 
the voices first appeared, and whom she dreamed of again during our 
collaboration, was in fact her power animal. In other words, a guardian and 
source of spiritual strength. Towards the end of our collaboration, Laura was 
stable on a minimal antipsychotic dose and busy trying to find a job that would be 
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meaningful for her. Our collaboration ended in early 2023. 

Laura’s conclusions in September and October 2023. 

Laura remains on a daily dose of 5 mg Abilify and has been discharged from 
outpatient treatment at Aalborg Psychiatric Hospital. The transgressive voices are 
no longer a problem. She may at times re-experience the feeling of who she was 
before and have a sense of fear of the voices attacking her again, but this is rare, 
and those specific voices remain absent. 

Concerning the presence of voices in general, she states that: 

I do still hear voices, but I more often sense them through feelings than 
hearing them as such. Their presence isn’t a bad thing. They try to help me. I 
am also able to sense the feeling of human persons, and I can tell the 
difference between the sensation of my husband’s self and people I don’t 
know. I consider the unknown ones to be outside the human. I don’t 
particularly discriminate between whether it is something I am creating or 
something outside myself. It may be a problem if these impressions distract 
me, but they listen if I ask them to cease in a given situation. 

I may notice behavior that is not my usual. Like following a different trail 
than your own. It is not outside my control, however, like the experience of 
being possessed that I had before. 

I perceive the selves as experiences of different states of feeling. I do not 
control them and doubt if I am even supposed to control it. I am in a process 
of learning how much I am supposed to control, and how even to 
conceptualize ‘control’. The different selves have not merged or 
disappeared. It feels like jumping into a different frequency. When I focus on 
the physical reality, I experience being whole. When I move up into more 
spiritual frequencies, I am split into different selves. 

Speaking more generally, Laura says that: 

Humans need a frame, whatever it may be. That frame cannot just be 
everything, though. Voices are what you make of them. If I perceive and 
sense the voices as spiritual energies, then so they are. If I perceive them as 
being myself, then they are. I am still working on understanding that 
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everything I feel is truth. Feelings have some meaning or other. If I sense 
that a foreign entity is coming into my body, then I choose how to 
understand that. I can take on the understanding that “okay, I just need to 
be aware of something about myself now” or “oh no, now I am becoming 
possessed!” I need to tell myself “okay, now I’ll just take one step away 
from myself”, because if you feel possessed, then you are. You must 
distance yourself from that feeling and figure out how to relate to it. You 
must make a choice about which way to go. That is free will. 

The voices have been my biggest fear. They have been my best friends and 
guardians. They have contributed to changing who I am and helped me to 
grow as a person. They have been my reality and still are. No one in the 
world will ever be able to see anything but their own reality. Many people 
are skeptical about this illness and the reality it creates. When we realize 
that no one perceives alike, we begin to accept that anything can be reality 
for another person. 

I asked Laura what role she believed our collaboration had played for her 
development: 

Christoffer has been open to new ways of looking at this illness, which has 
meant that we have not been confined in our way of looking at it. Our 
collaboration has contributed to expanding the perspective on this illness. It 
has opened my eyes to how important it is to put your challenges into 
words, and that medication on its own would never have brought me to this 
place. I hope and pray that my story may change something for those 
people who read it. 

It has given me a more positive perspective and meaning. This illness is 
affected by our states of mind, so what is the impact of different conceptual 
frameworks on this state of mind? I was immediately concerned with 
understanding it spiritually when I first began to see and hear things, even if 
I didn’t think that way before. We need meaning. If we cannot find meaning 
in what happens, we become crazy. The private opinions of professionals set 
up limitations for the meaning that is available to a patient – and that is a 
problem. There is a need to expand that person’s perspective. Look at the 
situation and expand the perspective – search for meaning and possible 
understandings of the experience. When you realize how something can be 
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conceptualized in different ways, it allows the patient to make a choice 
about how to understand it. In contrast to the professional deciding it and 
making the person doubt him or herself. Be curious instead of being scared. 
Same situation – different outcome. This should not be the professional’s 
decision and they should not tell patients that they are wrong. 

Christoffer’s considerations. 

During our conversations, Laura and I considered the connection between 
spirituality and schizophrenia. Are Laura’s experiences the result of a pathological 
process in her brain? Or could her experiences be spiritual phenomena? Laura 
moved towards ceasing to make any sharp distinction between various kinds of 
phenomena, and instead to focus on the consequences of different conceptual 
frameworks. For instance, the significance of being able to see things from 
different perspectives and making choices about how to understand reality. One 
idea that came out of this was that the concept of psychiatric illness had the 
effect of closing down meaning making and making the world smaller. Conversely, 
a spiritual understanding had the effect of producing meaning and expanding and 
furthering the reach of her experiences within her mind. Whether either is good 
or bad may not be so simple. Laura pointed out to me that at certain times in her 
life, she needed a contraction of consciousness and to make the world smaller for 
herself for it to be manageable. For that purpose, the concept of illness was 
helpful. At the same time, this is a rather constrictive framework in other regards 
that doesn’t contain much room for change and for understanding connections in 
one’s life. For this purpose, a spiritual framework proved much more productive. 
Perhaps the most important thing is not to determine whether a voice you are 
hearing is the result of a pathological process or if it is a spirit. The most 
important thing may be to consider the options and limitations and associated 
actions and ways of relating that different frameworks offer? And perhaps it is 
important to avoid ruling out or cutting a person hearing voices off from specific 
frameworks at the outset. At this time, a pathology framework is certainly at an 
advantage, enjoying vast professional and institutional support, whereas spiritual 
frameworks are far more marginal in our society (Hufford, 2010; Lukoff, 1997; 
Scrutton, 2016; Tobert, 2010). 

It may also be worth considering if Laura’s experiences might be meaningfully 
understood in relation to the concept of rites of passage in religious studies 
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(Turner, 1979; White & Epston, 1990)8. This is a widespread type of ritual that 
often has a central place in traditional societies. The structure of such rituals may 
also be found in many myths and has three phases: 1) Separation from the 
familiar and the person’s identity up until this point, often conceptualized as a 
form of ritual or symbolic death. 2) The liminal phase in which normal categories 
and structures of life are dissolved and new knowledge and insight are gained, 
often understood to be a movement through another world, such as the land of 
the dead or the realm of spirits with meetings with ancestors, spirits or gods. 3) A 
return and re-integration into society with a new status or identity, such as now 
being an adult rather than the child one once was. In some cultures, such rituals 
are associated with altered states of consciousness and the receipt of visions or 
powerful dreams9. Might some of Laura’s experience make sense in such a light? 
For example, we might consider whether the profound loss of privacy and control 
of the body that Laura experienced initially could be perceived as a form of 
psychological death or dismantling of her previous sense of self and reality. She 
also gains a vision (dream) of an animal that she later comes to recognize as her 
guardian spirit. She moves through a prolonged process in which the formerly 
given is no longer so, and in which she arrives at new perspectives on life and a 
renegotiation of her sense of self and even what constitutes ‘the self’. She 
confronts and manages violent and threatening forces and enters into contact 
with spirit guides and a spiritual practice in the form of spiritual healing. Perhaps 
the process leads to a way of life that is more spiritually oriented, and in which 
she no longer feels exposed and alone in the world. 

In writing this paper, certain apparent connections have caught my attention. 
There seems to be a connection between the introduction of a 
spiritual/ritual/mythical framework and some remarkable shifts in Laura’s 
immediate state of mind. When I tell her how people relate to spirits in Afro-
Brazilian contexts, there is a marked interest from the voices, leading to a mass of 
them subsequently taking their leave and moving to Brazil. When I introduce the 
Māori concept of ‘mana’, there is a sudden, temporary integration of Laura’s 
selves and a separation between her and the voices. When I tell her about 
guardian spirits in various cultures, she suddenly remembers a powerful dream 

 
8 David Lukoff uses a similar structure for understanding mythical elements in psychosis, based on Joseph 
Campell’s three phases: Separation, Initiation and Return. (Hartley, 2010; Lukoff & Everest, 1985) 
9 See for example Malidoma Somé’s account of his own traditional initiation among the Dagara in Burkina Faso 
(Somé, 1994). 
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that is very much in line with the subject and later connected to Laura becoming 
acquainted with her own guardian spirit. I am fascinated by these events, and like 
Laura’s original (Spiritism reminiscent) ways of managing her experiences, they 
give me the impression that conceptual frameworks such as these may be very 
meaningful and helpful in relation to experiences of this kind (Clarke 2010; 
NiaNia, Bush & Epston 2017; Scrutton 2016). They may be narrative resources or 
understandings of subjectivity, which can contribute to uncovering meaning in 
experiences that transgress the usual norms and criteria of reality in our society. 

Consent. 

The name Laura is a pseudonym. The person behind the pseudonym has asked 
me to publicize her story and has given me permission to write this paper and 
expressed her desire for her story to become available for others to inspire them 
to find similar ways of relating to voices. Laura has contributed directly to this 
paper in the form of written correspondence, commentary, corrections, and 
quotes. Prior to submission for publication, Laura has read the paper and 
accepted it and given her written consent for it to be submitted for publication in 
a journal. 
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Respecting Voices: A Report on a Co-research Project Concerning Voice Hearing. 

Christoffer Haugaard1 

 

This paper is part an attempt to suggest a knowledge concerning voices, and part 
an exploration of ways of perceiving and relating to voices. A sort of knowledge-
building-on-the-go, one might say. This draws principally on explorations of ways 
of relating with voices in collaboration with people who live with them, and in the 
context of discovering better ways of living with them. The empirical background 
of the present knowledge-building-on-the-go consists of the discoveries made by 
Victoria, Max, Alice, Rose, Trish, Ava and Laura, which have been previously 
published. These accounts are the point of departure and main reference for this 
paper. There is a huge literature of psychosis, schizophrenia and hallucinations 
that, for the purposes of the present exploration, I do not expect to engage with. I 
will take the phenomenon with which this exploration is concerned to be 
unknown to me, and take the accounts of a number of people who are able to 
hear voices as my empirical base. My reason for doing so lies principally in those 
same accounts, namely the fact that the people in question have not found the 
usual understandings of auditory hallucinations, or the psychiatric and 
psychotherapeutic practices connected to them, to be particularly helpful. 
Problematic relationships with these auditory hallucinations, to the point of being 
life-threatening, have not been improved by the psychiatric treatments they 
received, and so a journey of discovery to arrive at different knowledges was 
necessary to improve their situation. It is very much in honor of this fact and the 
life journeys of these specific people, that I attempt to follow in their footsteps 
and make some explorations outside of my own profession and the knowledges 
and practices of medical psychiatry and dominant psychotherapeutic models. This 
might lead to reproducing what is already known, of course. But there is also a 
chance that it leads to some new perspective, and I think that would be worth it, 
for at least in some cases, the dominant frameworks for understanding and 
dealing with auditory hallucinations are not helpful. It is in honor of those people 

 
1 Christoffer is a psychologist, currently affiliated with Hejmdal Private Hospital in Aalborg, Denmark. 
Correspondence: haugaardch@aol.com  
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that I invite the reader to venture into the forest with me, knowing that there is 
certainly an established road that one may also take. 

In taking such an approach, I see myself as aligned perhaps with the ideas of 
scientific knowledge of Andrew Pickering (2013, 2017). Pickering departs from 
practices of thinking with theory and models and suggests an approach to 
knowledge that takes the phenomenon of interest to be a sort of partner in a 
dance of agency. In his case, he uses the examples of the bubble chamber and 
also rivers. I like to view the approach I shall attempt as taking the voices 
themselves to be the partners in such a dance of agency, rather than casting them 
as an inert and uninvolved object of observation, experimentation, and 
theorizing. In addition, in the spirit of narrative therapy’s co-research approach, I 
will take the people who live with voices, and who are therefore closer to voices 
than anyone else, to be the principal authority in terms of what voices are like, 
rather than attributing such authority to professionals such as myself (Epston, 
1999, 2011; Haugaard, 2016, 2019; Maisel, Epston, & Borden, 2004). 

I invite the reader to join with me in exploring a possible knowledge of voices in 
relation to three domains: 1) A preliminary sketch of a theory of voices, an 
ontology of sorts, based on direct interaction with voices. 2) A know-how of sorts, 
sketching a preliminary knowledge of how to interact well with voices. 3) An 
exploration of possible relations between such a knowledge as might emerge 
from the previous explorations to academic or scientific knowledges that share 
some essential features with it or may extend this small piece of local knowledge 
in some way. 

For the sake of clarity, the phenomenon of interest is the ability of some people 
to hear voices speaking to them and/or about them. What is sometimes referred 
to as auditory hallucinations. Specifically, people who are able to hear voices that 
others cannot hear, who are regarded as suffering from a mental illness, and are 
for that reason patients within medical psychiatry, usually receiving diagnoses of 
some variety of schizophrenia. 

Part one: Characterizing voices. 

This phenomenon is usually named ‘voices’, although formally psychiatry and 
diagnostic language speak of auditory hallucinations. The latter would in principle 
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include hearing all sorts of sounds that others cannot hear. Nonetheless, ‘hearing 
voices’ is the usual term even within psychiatric contexts. The people I have 
encountered who have this ability to hear voices, have usually also called them 
voices. This may be obvious enough, as indeed they appear as exactly that. 
Victoria describes how, when she first experienced this phenomenon, she 
immediately assumed that there must be someone talking somewhere and began 
to search her apartment for the source of the speaking. This would indicate that 
those voices were not immediately distinguishable from the sound of another 
human being talking to you. They turned out to be voices without bodies, 
however, and indeed voices only perceptible to Victoria herself. The explorations 
of Alice and Rose, however, point to a phenomenon that may be more than 
hearing disembodied speaking. Alice describes The Others as seeming like 
something that exists on a different dimension to those of common perception. 
Although she describes their ability to make themselves heard to her in a literal 
way, comparable to Victoria’s description, she adds that they do not always 
communicate in a literal speaking voice. They also make themselves known to her 
through intuitions or sensations, as well as by inserting mental images into her 
consciousness. They even have the ability to induce the sensation of being 
strangled. Indeed, Alice does not prefer the term ‘voices’ for these reasons, and 
proposed alternatives such as ‘negative energies’ or ‘magical beings’. Rose 
describes a very similar phenomena. Although using the term voices for them, she 
describes their ability to communicate through intuitions, insertion of mental 
images, and inflicting uncomfortable and even painful bodily sensations on her. 
Perhaps hearing someone speak in the literal sense is not necessarily the whole of 
this phenomenon, but only one modality of interaction or communication? Rose 
has continued to consider the nature of voices beyond her contributions to the 
paper “Rose & The Whispering Voices” and shared this with me in communication 
in late 2020 and early 2021. Rose explained to me that she was increasingly 
dissatisfied with the label ‘voices’ and had considered alternatives. She had come 
to favor calling them ‘consciousnesses’2 and proposed this to the entities with 
whom she co-exists. They liked to be referred to in this way and preferred it to 
‘voices’. 

 
2 This is my attempt to translate as literally as possible the Danish word ‘bevidsthed’, which Rose uses in the plural 
to refer to these entities. 
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Another aspect of voices, according to these explorations, is their personalities. 
They would seem to have some kind of identity or personality. The voices that 
Victoria was able to hear ultimately had the same agenda of persuading her to 
harm herself, but took different routes to achieving it. One took a direct and 
brutal approach of commanding her, while the other made itself appear to be a 
friend looking out for her own best interest. Two of Max’s voices may have 
somewhat similar characteristics of one being very harsh and controlling, while 
another took a more observational stance and made comments. Alice’s Others 
seemed fascinated with violence, supported aggression and tough justice, and 
had what to me and Alice was a morbid sense of humor. At the same time, they 
did enjoy being treated respectfully and getting cigarettes was very important to 
them. Although they were embarrassed about it, they also took an interest in 
learning about kindness and came to desire friendship. This gives me the 
impression of beings with a perspective of their own and something like a 
personality, with likes and dislikes. They even suffered from the frustration of not 
being able to express themselves through Alice, which seemed to motivate at 
least some of their desire for control over Alice. Similarly, Trish’s voice seemed 
frustrated or angry due to psychiatric treatment that required Trish to renounce 
their friendship and even suppress the voice by means of medication. We even 
witnessed a case of this voice having explicit opinions and feelings in relation to 
Trish when she lost hope, and the voice was frustrated with her for that reason. 

Rose’s discovery of living with four different groups of voices seems to make this 
fact, of some kind of subjectivity or identity, very explicit. The four groups of 
voices had very different perspectives on Rose’s life and wanted different things. 
This also required Rose to communicate with them in different ways. Two groups 
seemed to have in common a moral agenda for Rose. One of them being focused 
on the importance of assertiveness and matters of justice, while the other was 
focused on being of service to others, even at the expense of one’s own feelings 
and desires. A third group seemed to be in a flight-or-fight state, lashing out in 
despair, while the fourth group seemed completely fixated on control over Rose 
at any cost, with no apparent end other than power itself. In addition, she had 
previously lived with two voices who appeared with complete, nuanced 
personalities and personal histories. 
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Some voices seem to have a more distinct individuality than others, and some 
seem to have complex perspectives on life, whereas others seem to have a 
narrower view, focused perhaps mostly or only on one particular aspect of life. 
But all these voices seem very clearly to possess some form of personality or a 
way of being, associated with some particular perspective on life. This way of 
being seems to generally be dissimilar to the personality and preferences of the 
person who can hear them. In other words, they do not seem to reflect to a high 
degree the personality of the person who hears them. Alice, for example, did not 
share the fascination with violence of The Others at all, and was not at all 
interested in the gory movies that The Others liked to watch. 

Voices may, at times, seem like they are a tape recording on repeat. I guess that 
contributes to the idea within cognitive behavioral therapy that voices can be 
regarded as dissociated negative automatic thinking. Voices do perhaps 
sometimes seem to be a constant repetition of the same messages or basic ideas. 
It does appear to be the case that Trish and Alice, for example, would hear these 
voices repeating the same negative messages almost like a broken record. Could 
voices be dissociated thinking patterns? My participation in these explorations so 
far have given me very serious doubts about that. I must admit that prior to the 
discovery that Max’s voices appreciated respect, I was inclined to consider those 
voices to be reflections of some of Max’s life experiences. It was something like 
impressions of particular life circumstances or relationships that had sort of stuck 
in his head and were on repeat. I suspect Max had a similar view. He certainly did 
not expect my idea of trying to talk to the voices to work. Except it did. This fact 
seriously challenged my own idea of voices as dissociated thoughts or memories 
running on repeat, like some kind of automaton in the brain. The voices 
responded to the respect. They appreciated it, but were also annoyed with it 
because they found it impossible to continue to act as usual due to the plain 
kindness of my appeal and the truth of what I said. This changed their behavior. 
They were even touched and perceived by Max to be weeping at one point. In the 
time since the events described in Max’s story, these same voices have also 
expressed their respect for me and even showed concern for my health at a time 
when they and Max visited my office while I had a slight cold. That does not 
sound like a cognitive automaton or a broken mechanism in the brain. Not to me, 
at least. Similarly, Rose’s voices have changed their behavior in relation to my 
extension of hospitality to them, and Rose’s continued effort to engage them 

http://www.journalnft.com/


    36   

 
 

 Respecting Voices: A Report on a Co-research Project Concerning Voice Hearing 
Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, December 2024 Release, p. 31-69. 

www.journalnft.com  

 

respectfully and get to know them. Alice’s Others also responded surprisingly and 
consistently to the offer of cigarettes and coffee, and were enraged when I 
withdrew this hospitality, only calming down when I sincerely apologized and 
returned all their privileges in my office. For me, this indicates rather clearly that 
voices are responsive and can change their behavior, perhaps even learn. Perhaps 
the appearance of being a broken record on eternal repeat is only an appearance, 
and perhaps it has something to do with how the voices are treated, or perhaps it 
is due to not being engaged in a way that appeals to them. 

On some occasions, we have observed voices to have surprising relations with 
spatiality. The usual assumption, I guess, is to regard voices as residing in the head 
of the person who can hear them. I guess I assumed that myself, which perhaps 
explains my surprise when Alice spoke of wanting The Others to get out of her 
head and into the corner of my office. I made an on-the-spot decision to 
understand this very literally, and offered them a chair, although I confess to 
having no idea what was going on and what exactly Alice meant by this. Can 
voices move in space and inhabit different locations? As may be gleaned from the 
conversations with Alice, The Others did seem to predominantly reside in her 
head, but they increasingly seemed to inhabit locations external to her head – at 
least, as far as her experience of them is concerned. They began to regularly 
inhabit the chair in the corner of my office at our meetings, something that 
initially took some effort from Alice, and some persuasion from me, to achieve. 
Since these observations, I have encountered other examples of voices that their 
hearer experienced as inhabiting locations outside the body, and even as being 
absent at times because they were in other locations, such as being in another 
room, for example. Interestingly, Alice expressed a preference for The Others 
being out of her head rather than inside it. Outside her head, she could deal with 
them. 

This leads me to wonder what the essential features of voices may be, if literal 
speaking is sometimes only part of the experience of them. Could it be worth it to 
consider voices in relation to perspective, personality, responsiveness and 
feelings? Perhaps to speak of voices being in possession of agency? They would 
appear to possess these qualities, and if they do, might we get some sense of 
what voices are by considering them in relation to personhood? Could voices be 
regarded as persons of sorts? Could ‘voices as persons,’ in some sense of 
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personhood, make some helpful contributions to our understanding of them that 
are not made by understanding them as dissociated thinking patterns, cognitive 
errors, misattributions, or neurobiological disfunctions? From a 
phenomenological perspective, this would be very much in accordance with how 
voices are in fact experienced, despite what we may regard as being more or less 
rational to believe about them. 

Alice explicitly described The Others as being someone other than herself. 
Someone she could not recognize as connected to herself and who was exercising 
a will that was other than her own. Max’s voices also seemed to quite clearly 
desire something for him that was contrary to his own desires. Although those 
voices had complete access to everything he thought, knew, or felt, he did not 
have the same access to them and was unable to control or manipulate them. 
Rose’s two old voices, who had complete personalities and life histories, seemed 
quite distinct from Rose and hard to consider expressions of Rose’s own identity 
or her own will. 

In addition to considering whether voices can be regarded as persons, there may 
be some benefit in this idea in regard to how to deal with voices. If voices are 
persons, this may open up some different ideas about what to do about them (or 
with them) than what is afforded by the perception of them as cognitive errors or 
neural disfunction. This last, more pragmatic, consideration will be explored in 
Part Two. 

Species. 

My impressions of voices having distinct personalities and being different from 
each other may not be enough to fully characterize them. Might there be 
something deeper to their differences than the quirks of personality or agendas? 
Might we speak of species of voices? Perhaps voices are not just voices, but a 
group of phenomena or entities spanning several types? For example, Rose’s 
older male and female voices were distinctly human with a sense of self and a 
history. One was a Vietnam veteran with memories of his life, and the other had 
lived a chaotic life in the Danish capital city. On the other hand, there was a 
whispering crowd that turned out to consist of groups of voices associated with 
particular emotions or particular moral agendas. They did not have life histories 
and were focused on some particular aspect of life. Attempting to convey what 
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these voices are like, she likened them to the mythical creature Cerberus – a dog 
with many heads. The difference between these Cerberus-like voices and the 
Vietnam veteran can hardly be accounted for only in terms of differences in 
personality or interests. They seem, to me, to be different kinds of entities. The 
same goes for the superdimensional Others described by Alice. There also seems 
to be quite a difference between Trish's voice, which used to be a friend but 
became frustrated with her, despite ultimately wanting to help, and the 
Lunatics/Brats, who show no regard for Rose and are determined to tear her life 
apart, telling her whatever lies are necessary to gain her complete submission. To 
me, this pulls me towards considerations of differences of kind between some 
voices. 

In Rose’s case, she had the experience of interacting with what seemed to be 
several species of voices: Individual human-like voices, moral-agenda-focused 
voice collectives, a voice collective born of emotions relating to trauma, and an 
inhuman virus-like voice collective. Something that seemed very significant to her 
explorations of co-existing with what would seem to be not only a great number 
of voices, but perhaps also different species of voices, is the fact that she needed 
to interact with them in different ways. Perhaps the difference between the 
Fighters Against Injustice and the Moralizers is mostly a difference in their focus 
or personality, but the Angry and Despairing Ones could be a different species to 
some degree. The Fighters Against Injustice and the Moralizers were both 
receptive to rational argument, although the specific concerns that needed to be 
addressed differed between them. But the Angry and Despairing Ones required 
something different. In their case, Rose needed to soothe them and take care of 
them. 

Whereas Rose’s two old voices understood human feelings and relationships, 
Alice’s Others would appear to possess little understanding of human 
interactions. Friendship and kindness appeared to be exotic and difficult to 
comprehend for them, and it seemed they had to learn about this from 
instruction, but perhaps especially by receiving kindness through hospitality. Like 
Rose’s whispering voices, The Others seemed to be a kind of unified collective, 
with a focus on some specific aspects of life. Particularly anger, aggression, and 
violence. 

http://www.journalnft.com/


    39   

 
 

 Respecting Voices: A Report on a Co-research Project Concerning Voice Hearing 
Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, December 2024 Release, p. 31-69. 

www.journalnft.com  

 

Voices may also differ in kind with respect to their relation to the person hearing 
them. Rose’s two old voices seemed to be complete individuals in their own right, 
with no perceivable connection to Rose’s personality or life history at all. The 
Angry and Despairing Ones, on the other hand, Rose found to be closely 
connected to her feelings, and she came to strongly suspect that they had been 
born out of particular traumatic events in her life. The Fighters Against Injustice 
and the Moralizers seemed less closely connected to Rose, and perhaps related to 
more general moral positions in our culture. She wondered if they might have 
appeared to her to give her moral guidance. The Lunatics/Brats appeared 
completely alien to Rose. Alice also experienced her Others as alien to her. She 
had no idea where they came from or why they were there. They had just always 
been attached to her, although her awareness of them increased over the course 
of her life. Max recalled his voices appearing in his childhood and that their role in 
his life was to take care of him and guide him under traumatic circumstances. At 
the time, when Max and I discovered the effects of acknowledging the 
perspective of the voices, Max regarded them as an illness beyond interaction. 
Perhaps similarly, Trish’s voice made its appearance in the context of traumatic 
events and took it upon herself to help Trish. Perhaps some voices are alien to the 
person who hears them and have unknown origins, whereas other voices are 
closely associated with particular events or circumstances, or even have their 
origin in the person who hears them in some way. Some voices seem to have an 
identifiable agenda, which may or may not be welcomed by the person hearing 
them, whereas other voices are just there or have always been there. 

(Frustrated) helpers. 

Some voices seem to have the original intention of being helpers, and I wonder if 
some may have the potential to become helpers, even if they do not immediately 
seem to have such a role. Max’s voices and Trish’s voice arrived in the lives of 
their respective hosts with an explicit agenda of help and guidance. Rose’s 
Fighters Against Injustice and the Moralizers were not immediately identifiable as 
being helpers, but in hindsight they may have tried to be. Alice’s Others have not 
functioned as helpers, but I wonder if they could be if their aggressive energy was 
channeled differently. They did seem to support Alice when she experienced 
anger or moral outrage. I wonder if this idea that at least some voices may have 
intentions of being helpful, or become able to be helpful, may be important to 
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consider. With some voices, this proved to be the case, even if it was not at all 
immediately obvious. When I met Max, he hated the voices, and Trish expressed a 
similar sentiment. And no wonder! The voices were acting like bullies and even 
encouraging suicide! Uncovering the lost history of the relationship with these 
voices and considering the perspective of the voices without assuming evil 
intention on their part seemed to matter a great deal to the voices. Should we be 
prepared to consider the possibility of at least some voices being helpers or 
guides that are trying to assist the person who hears them? 

If some, or perhaps even many (although very probably not all), voices are 
helpers, how do we account for the cases of horrible behavior towards the person 
they want to help? Trish’s history of relations with her voice and Rose’s 
explorations of the history of her relations with the whisperers may give us a clue: 
Maybe these helping voices are deeply frustrated because of the reception they 
are getting. Trish was friends with her voice until a psychiatrist told her it was an 
illness and tried to make it go away. Maybe the voice did not appreciate this at 
all? Rose also came to consider what may have been attempts at moral guidance, 
from some of her voices, to have resulted in powerful frustration on their part 
when Rose rejected them. Were these voices simply struck, and hurt, and 
suffering from rejection and isolation, thus becoming aggressive and demeaning, 
much like we might expect humans to do under similar circumstances? Although 
it may seem less clear if Alice’s Others understood themselves to be helpers, they 
do seem to have similarly experienced being frustrated and aggressive towards 
Alice due to her strong resistance to their aggressive energy. I wonder if Max’s 
voices were also deeply frustrated when we tried to find a way for Max to deal 
with them. In his case, I wonder if the source of the frustration may have been 
those profound life and personality changes that Max was going through as he 
put his past life behind him. These changes seemed unbelievable and perhaps 
even incomprehensible to the voices, who seemed to have been adapted to 
survival in a world of violence. 

Does this indicate that perhaps distinguishing between voices, not only by their 
interests and personalities, but also by their species, may be quite significant to 
finding the best way to interact with them? For example, we may reasonably 
expect some voices to appreciate and respect human feelings, while other kinds 
of voices may not be expected to comprehend that. Some voices may appreciate 
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and respect rational argument, whereas other voices may regard such arguments 
as quite irrelevant or even incomprehensible. Some kinds of voices may be quite 
flexible in their behavioral repertoire, whereas other kinds may be rather 
restricted in terms of behavior and perspective. 

Tentative summary. 

These explorations and considerations in relation to the general impressions that 
arise for me, from these examples, lead me to consider voices in a certain way. 
Voices seem to display perspective, feelings, personality, differences in kind, and 
responsiveness to their hearers as well as other people, a capacity to change their 
behavior and perhaps even to learn, and a will of their own. Perhaps they may be 
distinguished as species according to degrees of human-likeness, individuality, 
alienness, broadness or narrowness of perspective, friendliness versus hostility, 
and external or internal origin in relation to the person who hears them. These 
differences in kind may be important to consider in understanding how best to 
interact with the voices, whether their presence is fundamentally a threat to the 
person or not, as well as the capacity of the voices to understand human feelings 
and their capacity to change their behavior under the right circumstances. 

In trying to think along the lines of those observations and interactions with 
voices that are contained in the accounts of Victoria, Max, Alice, Rose, Trish, and 
Laura, I find myself arriving at ideas about voices that may initially feel somewhat 
uncomfortable in the cultural climate of 21st century modern psychiatry: Can we 
regard voices as persons? Phenomenologically and relationally, they display a lot 
of things that we would normally regard as closely associated with personhood: 
Feelings, perspective, a will of their own, personality, responsiveness to how they 
are being treated, opinions, and desires. If this is the phenomenology of voices, 
and if voices live up to some significant degree of personhood in how they 
interact with their hearers, as well as me as an outsider, should we consider 
extending our understanding of personhood to include them? In contrast to 
insisting that they are something other than what they appear to be and act like, 
such as ‘really’ just dissociated cognitive patterns or neurobiological 
abnormalities. I cannot avoid thinking of Max in particular. Very much in 
accordance with established psychiatric understandings, Max regarded his voices 
as being an illness and, therefore, considered the idea of speaking to them and 
making a moral appeal to them as being impossible. Crazy, in fact. Despite Max’s 
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belief and expectation of impossibility of interacting with these voices as if they 
were persons, the voices did respond to it in a very person-like way. They did so 
immediately and consistently. I will return to the matter of personhood and the 
possibility of extending our notions of what it is to be a person to include voices in 
Part Three. However, I suspect that Part Two below may also shed some light on 
this matter, although from the more pragmatic perspective of how to interact 
with voices as if they are persons. 

Part two: Engaging voices. 

How do we engage with voices? What happens when their presence becomes 
known? The usual psychiatric response is to diagnose the people who are able to 
hear voices as being mentally ill, striving to explain to people or convince them 
that the voices are not real, and to attempt to suppress the experience of them by 
means of antipsychotic medication. In a more psychological vein, voices often 
become the object of interpretations. They are interpreted as really being 
something other than how they appear to the person. For example, as ‘really’ 
being dissociated thinking patterns (what is referred to in cognitive behavioral 
therapy as automatic negative thoughts or schemata), misattributed inner speech 
or perhaps suppressed parts of the self (such as the psychoanalytic concept of an 
intolerant, punishing superego). Either way, these responses tend towards some 
version of the idea that voices are really just yourself – your own thoughts, your 
own subconscious or some part of yourself that you cannot accept, and that the 
immediate experience of them as something other than yourself is erroneous. 
What that means, practically speaking, is that voices are subjected to 
interpretations on the premise that they are not what they appear to be. Victoria 
specifically describes being met with attempts to persuade her that the voices are 
not real, and states how unhelpful this was for her. Rose also mentions, several 
times, her continued experience of psychiatric professionals being dismissive of 
her voices and their attempts to persuade her of their unreality. Something Rose 
stated clearly that she did not appreciate. In Trish’s case, the idea that her voice 
was an illness seems to have resulted in a conflict between her and her voice. For 
Victoria, Max, Alice, Trish and Laura, antipsychotic medication had not been 
effective in suppressing their ability to hear voices, despite years of continued 
treatment. In Rose’s case, she completely rejected medication after a short trial. 
This means that the co-researchers whose examples form the basis of this paper 
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have not found the usual way of dealing with voices in our society to be helpful. In 
some cases, it would even seem to have made matters worse for them. 

For clarity, I cannot say, and am not attempting to say, what is the case for all 
people with the ability to hear voices. My interest here is to follow the trail of 
these specific people for whom the usual psychiatric and psychotherapeutic 
approaches had not proven helpful, hoping to make some discoveries that may 
benefit people who are in similar circumstances. I am aware that there are people 
who find these usual psychiatric treatments helpful and adequate to their needs, 
but my area of interest here is for those whom this is not the case. 

Respectful engagement. 

Although I have come across some hints of the significance of taking voices’ 
perspective seriously prior to learning about Victoria’s practice of sitting through 
it with voices and her mention of having conversations with them, it only really 
dawned on me that we were somehow onto something when Max and I made 
our discovery. After having exhausted all ideas about coping with the voices or 
tricking them or battling them out, Max mentioned this idea that maybe they 
were originally trying to help him. Somehow, then and there, this gave birth to 
the strange idea that maybe the voices were having a hard time coping with the 
changes in Max’s life. In my view, what that consideration effectively led to was a 
practice of acting as if the voices were in possession of their own perspective and 
opinions, and would be receptive to being acknowledged for having certain 
intentions. In other words, I ended up acting as if the voices were in fact persons! 
Persons deserving of some measure of respect from Max and myself. In other 
words, not only persons, but also, at least potential, members of a moral 
community. Although it all happened rather spontaneously and was not prepared 
or thought through in advance, I do believe that the implication of what I did was 
in fact to act in accordance with the recognition that the voices were their own 
persons: they had the capacity to care for Max, a sense of right and wrong, and 
the ability to listen. 

Alice and I had not been able to make any progress in dealing with her Others. 
Coping with them didn’t help, trying to resist them didn’t help, and trying to 
develop a sense of self apart from them did not help. Neither did antipsychotics. I 
was writing up Max’s and Victoria’s discoveries at the time and decided to share 
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these knowledges with Alice. We accidentally made the discovery that The Others 
appreciated a smoking break, and then took that discovery completely seriously, 
finding that such respectful hospitality and concern for the wellbeing of The 
Others actually made a difference. This seemed to confirm the significance of 
acting as if voices are real persons with feelings, desires, and a perspective of 
their own. Persons who appreciate respect, just like humans do. Victoria made 
her discoveries before our collaboration began, and in the case of both Max and 
Alice, we had collaborated for quite some time before making these game-
changing discoveries. When I met Rose, it was the first time that there was an 
opportunity to share this idea, of treating voices as real persons deserving of 
respect, from the very beginning with someone I did not already know. Once 
again, this understanding of voices as real persons deserving of respect seemed to 
change the game. Rose’s voices responded to this, and she immediately put the 
idea into practice in her daily interactions with them. In her words, this approach 
had a greater effect over two months than the previous two years of intensive 
psychiatric treatment, during which she tried antipsychotics with no positive 
effect and had regular conversations with a psychologist. Trish’s voice similarly 
appreciated this respectful interest in her perspective and intentions and 
returned to friendship with Trish quite quickly. 

If respectful engagement with voices, acknowledging them as persons, may be 
helpful, how is it done? I shall endeavor to suggest some practices that seem to 
accomplish this, or that may at least be places to start. In saying that it may be 
places to start, I also want to emphasize that I do not believe that this amounts to 
‘a method’ or ‘a technique’. I believe that for several reasons. First of all, a 
technique is an established procedure that a person performs upon some object. 
This already works against the essential point of treating voices as persons. If we 
treat them as though they were mere material to be subjected to a procedure for 
a particular result, we are, in fact, not treating them as persons in their own right 
at all. We are more or less doing the opposite. I truly encourage you to banish all 
ideas about learning some technique, method, or procedure that you hope will 
affect voices in some predictable way. Thinking and acting that way effectively 
amounts to relating to voices as if they are a kind of thing that you are trying to 
manipulate according to your desires. It may be helpful to try to take the idea of 
voices as persons quite seriously, and literally, to avoid depersonalizing them. I 
know this will very likely seem very odd. Especially to anyone trained in the fields 
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of psychology and psychiatry (probably less so for people who hear voices). I 
suspect some kind of theoretical or scientific rationale might ease any such 
discomfort or oddness, and I hope that Part Three of this paper will make some 
way towards just that. A second reason for not taking this to be a technique, is 
that technique implies some kind of rule-bound set of actions that may be 
implemented across contexts. But people are different and so are voices. And so 
are the kinds of relationships that people have with voices. If we try to perform in 
accordance with a method, we risk acting as if different people and different 
voices are essentially the same thing. But they are in fact not. This leads me to a 
third reason; the professional/helper, the person with the ability to hear voices, 
and the voices themselves must embark on a journey of discovery. The task is not 
to do what you think this paper told you to do, but to go into the woods and find 
out what is there. You need to discover who the voices are and how to relate with 
them. This is not accomplished by using techniques or following methods. It is 
accomplished by engaging, interacting, and listening. What I want to share with 
you here are some starting points and some basic advice for how to engage voices 
in such explorations, based on the explorations by Victoria, Max, Alice, Rose, Trish 
and Laura so far. How to invite them and show you respect them. Please 
remember this! You might want to think of such conversations with and about 
voices as a kind of couples’ therapy or group therapy, only that some of the 
members are invisible. Please remember that in such conversations, you always 
have invisible company, even if they are taking the role of a silent audience 
(which they sometimes do, and sometimes it may be a good sign). 

Invitations and suggestions for engaging voices respectfully. 

In the abovementioned spirit of ‘not being a technique’, this chapter consists of a 
collection of examples and suggestions for how to act respectfully in relation to 
voices, conceived of as real persons, with the intention of inviting them into a 
journey of discovery. 

Acknowledgement of presence. 

Remember the invisible company! Consider acknowledging the presence of the 
voices as soon as you know that they are there. If you become aware that a 
person consulting you tells you that he or she is in fact able to hear voices, then 
consider saying some words of acknowledgment at first opportunity in the 
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conversation. In cases where I have already been informed that the person I will 
be meeting with for therapeutic conversations is able to hear voices, I will strive 
to say that I am aware of it and then acknowledge the presence of the voices. The 
initial acknowledgement could be of a somewhat formal character as you still 
don’t know the voices or their host human, and also as a basic display of respect. 
For example: 

Hello X, I am pleased to meet you. I am Christoffer and I am a psychologist, 
as I assume you are aware. I have been told that you are able to hear a 
number of voices – is that correct? May I assume that they are with you 
here today and that they are in the room with us now? May I just say a few 
words of welcome to them also? In that case, I just want to welcome you 
here, voices. As I was just telling X, I am Christoffer and this is my office. I 
hope you are okay and that you will be able to feel at ease here. 

Then, I may return to speak with the person consulting me in a more usual 
manner to get to know each other a bit and arrive at some idea of what it is he or 
she wishes to consult me about. While I address the voices, I never look at the 
person who can hear them. Coming to think of it, this may be rather significant in 
itself as a way of demonstrating that I regard the voices as someone other than 
the person who hears them. Instead, I simply look into the air to the side of us 
somewhere, or gaze across the room. In one case, I was corrected by the person 
consulting me that I was looking in the wrong direction, as in fact the voices were 
occupying some other part of my office. I apologized for the mistake, admitting I 
cannot sense them myself, and proceeded to gaze instead towards the location I 
was directed to. This is a simple little thing that communicates respect and shows 
your willingness to engage the voices. Voices can be quite surprised by this, and 
often they have never been greeted like that before. They tend to appreciate it, 
although many voices are skeptical of psychiatric professionals (and I guess they 
have reasons for that). 

Ps and Qs and asking permission. 

I strongly advise being very kind and sweet in the way you speak to and with 
voices. There may be several reasons why this would be wise; voices may expect 
you to be against them and out to get rid of them. Therefore, you may have to 
prove yourself to be worthy of trust and show them very clearly that you respect 
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their existence. Some voices are very possessive or protective of the person who 
can hear them and poised to see you as a threat to their influence, so you mustn’t 
give the impression that you are trying to compete with them for power. Some 
voices are very aggressive by nature and easily provoked, but if you are very 
sweet and humble, you might avoid it. Many voices are accustomed to being 
disregarded, rejected, and ignored. Being treated with great respect and concern 
for their feelings and dignity can be a very significant and positive experience for 
them – finally after so many years! 

So, remember to say please and thank you and so on. Do it a lot. More than 
normal. It is a privilege to come to know someone’s voices and to have their 
attention. Be appreciative of this. I strive to make a habit of asking permission to 
speak directly with the voices when I would like to do that. I ask the person who 
hears them for permission. That person should have a say in it, because if the 
voices do not take well to it or do not want it at that time, the person who hears 
them may be paying the price for their dissatisfaction. I also ask the person who 
hears them if the voices themselves will allow me to say something to them or ask 
them a question. If I get a no from anyone, I respect it. The fact that I ask and 
accept it if I get a ‘no’, is in itself a display of respect. This in itself may 
communicate something very important to the voices. These things are 
particularly important early on. When you all get to know each other better, it 
may not be necessary to constantly ask permission, but it is a good way to start 
off. 

Introductions. 

The above already contained a short introduction in that I just told the voices my 
name and what place we are in. Further introductions may be meaningful at 
times. For example, Rose told me that the voices had been talking about me 
before she came into my office, and that they thought Rose shouldn’t speak to 
me as they suspected I only wanted to learn about voices for my own gain. This 
gave me a desire to introduce myself to them with some more detail: 

Okay, voices. I see. I think you are concerned about my intentions. That is a 
fair concern. I would like to try to reply to that. My experience with this kind 
of approach we are taking, is that it does help the people concerned. With 
Max, it made significant changes in his life and in his words, it gave him a 
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life. With Alice, we are still exploring this, and she says that because of this 
work we are doing, she is feeling MUCH better. So, I believe it does help the 
people who consult me. It is true that I gain something from this, but my 
main concern is that the person consulting me gains the most and should do 
so. But by sharing such knowledge as we discover, others also gain from it, 
and so there is a gain for more people. And the insight and knowledge I 
gain, I use to help others, so that others gain from it. Just as I am now 
drawing on the knowledge that has come from collaborating with Max and 
Victoria. I certainly expect Rose to gain from this collaboration. What 
matters to me, is the fact that people get in that other chair and invite me 
into their lives. That is a great privilege by which I am honored, and I strive 
to repay that trust by doing something that contributes to that person’s life. 
I feel an obligation to do that. Is this reply adequate? (Haugaard, Rose & 
Epston, 2021) 

Being willing to say something about yourself, and being able to speak for yourself 
to make yourself transparent may be important at times. 

Offers of hospitality and mutual obligations. 

Hospitality is a most basic and universal virtue and community building practice. 
In the acknowledgement above, I already expressed some level of hospitality by 
letting the voices know that they were in my office and that I hope they will be 
able to be at ease here. This can be elaborated early on by explicit offers of 
hospitality. For example: 

Voices, I am not sure if you feel comfortable here or not, but I would like you 
to know that I regard you as my guests and that it means a lot to me to be a 
good host. If there is anything you’d like or something that will make you 
feel more comfortable here, please let me know by allowing X here to pass 
it on to me. 

I might make some specific offers, as voices don’t often immediately reply to this 
and may have no idea what to ask for. For example: 

I am not sure where you are exactly, whether you are close to X or whether 
you are in some particular location in my office, but would you perhaps like 
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to have some space somewhere? I can pull out a chair for you? Or you are 
welcome to occupy one of the corners, if you like. 

Is there anything I might do that you would appreciate, voices? I have come 
across voices that appreciated being served tea or coffee. Would you like 
that? 

If they want coffee or tea, I literally pour them a cup and put it on the table (not 
the one between me and the person consulting me, but somewhere else in my 
office), saying “This is for you. You are welcome. I hope you enjoy”. I leave it for 
the whole meeting, and afterwards pour it in the sink. 

According to Alice, what her Others appreciated about receiving cigarettes, coffee 
and being offered a chair, was the gesture of kindness. Alice told me repeatedly 
that they were happy that I was kind to them. The roles of host and guest, and 
being a receiver of a gift of some kind may also create a basic moral universe for 
the voices, their hearer and the professional helper to navigate in. Receiving a gift 
of some kind creates a basic moral obligation to reciprocate in some way. Voices 
might be able to sense this. It may also involve an element of teaching kindness to 
voices who may not be very familiar with it. Receiving hospitality may allow them 
to experience it for themselves, and perhaps learn how to interact in kind ways 
over time. It may also provide both the person hearing the voices and the 
professional helper a particular style of relating with the voices as an alternative 
to engaging in antagonistic ways. Alice noted that taking kindness as her style of 
responding to her Others was also preferable for her, even if The Others did not 
change their behavior, because it allowed her to remain calm and not spend all 
her time being angry and engaged in a struggle. 

Attention, positive regard, and respecting how the voices feel. 

Try to take note of anything and everything the voices do (or refrain from doing) 
that is preferable or commendable in some way. Even little things. Remember 
that you always have this invisible audience. Keep this in mind and remember to 
ask how the voices are doing. Express your appreciation for how they are acting 
or feeling. If they are angry about something, acknowledge their anger. Try to 
understand why they are angry. Apologize if you are the cause of that anger, even 
if it is unintentional. Some examples: 
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How are the voices doing as we are talking about this matter? Angry? Wow, 
okay. I guess something about this topic unsettles them or gives them some 
concern. May I just say a few things to them about this? They do not have 
to reply, if they don’t want to. Voices? I understand that you are angry at 
this time. I guess it concerns the topic we are talking about here. I am not 
entirely sure what it is exactly that you are responding to, but I just want 
you to know that I am aware that something is making you angry here. I 
apologize if I have somehow overstepped my bounds or been offensive to 
you. I would like to say that it is certainly not my intention to offend you, 
even though I acknowledge that I may have done so unintentionally and 
that you therefore have cause for your anger. What do you think X? Should 
we respect the voices here by not discussing this topic for now and talking 
about something else? We can return to this at another time, perhaps. 

Are the voices becoming agitated by what we are saying now? Okay. May I 
just say something to the voices about this? Okay. Voices? I hear that you 
are not comfortable with the conversation now. I assume that something 
about it is not okay with you. Thank you for expressing to us this concern. I 
have no desire to offend you or make you uncomfortable. Perhaps we can 
work it out somehow? If you would like, do tell us what your concern is. I 
would really appreciate that. It is okay if you don’t want to. 

How are the voices doing, X? Quiet? Are they not saying anything? But do 
you suspect they are listening nonetheless? Okay. I would like to thank the 
voices for just listening to us. I really appreciate that. I hope that their 
silence means they are feeling okay and calm. I really hope so. Thank you 
voices, for being calm and listening while X and I are having this 
conversation. 

Me: Are the voices saying anything about these things we are discussing? 
Do they have an opinion about it? 

The person hearing the voices: They say you are an idiot, and they want to 
kill you. 

Me: Oh dear! I gather they are not too happy about it then. I am sorry to 
hear that. I really hope we might find a way to talk about these things that 
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the voices would feel comfortable with. I would like to just thank the voices 
for responding, however. I really appreciate their opinion and it means a lot 
to me to know if there is something that is not acceptable to them. I try to 
do my best, but I may not always succeed. I appreciate the fact that the 
voices are listening to this conversation nonetheless and agree to share 
their opinion. Do you have any idea what I am doing wrong here, X? 

Getting to know the voices as direct interaction. 

At some point, after having acknowledged the presence of the voices and having 
invited them to be your guests and introducing yourself, you might want to 
engage directly with the voices. It is a good idea to not do this immediately, but 
only after having given the voices some opportunity to get an impression of you 
and experience your acknowledgement and good intentions. It is also a good idea 
to first have a conversation in some detail with the person hearing the voices 
about those voices. To develop an initial characterization of them from the 
knowledge that the hearer has so far: 

• How many are there? 

• Who are they? 

• How do they behave? 

• What do they say? 

• What do they seem to want? 

• What is their history? 

During the course of characterizing the voices together with the person who is 
able to hear them, it would be polite to ask every now and then if the voices are 
responding to this exploration. Are they anxious about it? Angry? Or just silent? 
Remember to make this characterization with attention to the fact that the voices 
are present. Be respectful in how you talk about them. Even if they do very 
horrible things or terrorize the person who hears them, make an effort to act like 
a diplomat rather than contributing to a potential ongoing war. We are looking for 
peace. Don’t badmouth the voices, even if they do horrible things. Not because 
you should accept such behavior, but because you are exploring the possibility of 
establishing peace. Dignity must be preserved for both parties to stop a war. Do 
express compassion for the person who may be subject to violence from voices, 
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and do express your moral position of being against such mistreatment and 
violence. But to establish respectful relations, you have to practice respect. 

After having a certain sense of what kind of beings the voices are, you may 
attempt to invite them to interact with you directly—or as directly as possible. I 
make no secret of the fact that I cannot perceive the voices and that I depend on 
the person who hears them to pass their responses on to me. Ask permission to 
talk to the voices. Both from the person who can hear them and from the voices: 

I would like to ask a few questions about all this to the voices themselves. I 
wonder what they think about this and what they might know that we do 
not. Would that be alright with you, X? And would it be alright with the 
voices? Are they saying it is okay? 

Questions to the voices may concern elements of our initial characterization of 
them, like asking if they might confirm our impressions of them and their 
intentions. And I might ask them for information about things we don’t know 
about them or find ourselves unable to make a qualified guess about. In the case 
of Rose, she had the impression that there were several groups of voices, but not 
how many they were or how they related to each other. I then asked the voices 
themselves to shed some light on this. After beginning to have conversations with 
her Others, Alice asked them directly about something we were wondering about. 
We found it hard to comprehend why they seemed to want Alice to die, and they 
then told her that they weren’t feeling well and hoped to be relieved of their 
suffering by her death. Be sure to thank the voices very explicitly for any 
responses and information that they give you. Bear in mind that it is very likely to 
be highly unusual (even unique) for the voices to have a conversation with 
someone other than the person who hears them. The voices may be quite 
nervous or confused about the whole situation and may lash out for that simple 
reason. So, do be very considerate of them and step back if they express any 
frustration with this communication. Try again some other time. No rush. No 
pressure. Maybe they need more time to figure you out. Maybe they prefer to 
just listen. 

With regards to the practicalities, I always look away from the person who is able 
to hear the voices when I speak directly to the voices. I just look into the air in 
front of me. If I am aware that the voices occupy a particular location, I look 
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towards that location. I ask the person who can hear them to pass on any replies, 
and then respond to that by addressing the voices. Remember to ask the person 
who hears them how the voices seem to be feeling about it, so that you can get a 
sense of whether they are calm, agitated, annoyed or appreciative of the 
interaction. And say thank you a lot. The paper “Rose and the Whispering Voices” 
(Haugaard, Rose & Epston, 2021) contains an example of such getting-to-know 
the voices through the impressions and observations of the person who hears 
them, as well as by means of direct questions to the voices. 

Matters to explore both with the person who can hear voices and the voices 
themselves may be concerned with developing an idea of who the voices are, 
what kind of entity or species they are, how to tell them apart if there are many, 
what agendas or interests they have, what their perspective on the person they 
have as well as their perspective on life in general, what intentions they have in 
relation to what they do and say, why they are there and why they have the 
intentions they have. The details of this will always emerge within these 
explorations, and these conversations will always be much more specific than the 
general categories of exploration that I am suggesting here. This is what you will 
have to discover together. Despite my suggestions here being abstract, you’ll 
need to be specific. You are probably more likely to engage the voices in dialogue 
with quite specific questions that grow out of the conversation, rather than ask 
why they are there out of the blue. 

Translating their language. 

The things that the voices say or do may have a meaning that is not obvious. 
Sometimes you might need to think about the things they say in a non-literal way, 
or in light of a wider context. For example, Max’s voices would sometimes 
overwhelm him with very negative, devastating messages and verbal abuse. It is 
easy to get the impression that this is just pure malice on the part of the voices. 
However, Max was able to make the observation that in those situations where 
the voices behaved this way and caused him to be hospitalized, this actually saved 
him. It seemed clear to him that had he not been ‘shut down’ by the voices like 
this, he would almost certainly have hurt himself or even other people. As harsh 
as it seemed, it was consistent with the impression of the voices having acted as 
protectors. Similarly, Trish discovered that her voice was trying to get her to make 
room for her feelings, but this was not immediately obvious. The voice was very 
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harsh and demeaning in these situations, but this changed when Trish discovered 
the true meaning of this behavior from the voice. In Rose’s case, the voices also 
required some ‘translation’ at times, because they did not only communicate 
through actual words, but also images and sensations. What this may amount to 
is that the meaning of the things voices say or do may not be obvious and may 
mean something other than the literal meaning of what they are saying. 

A very important area to consider non-literal or non-obvious meanings of what 
voices say may be regarding self-harm and suicide. Some voices advocate self-
harm and suicide. They may mean exactly what they say, but it should not be 
assumed to be the case at face value. It may be important to inquire about what 
reasons the voices have for wanting these things. Have the voices lost hope that 
life can improve for the person they are attached to, and try to enforce suicide 
because they hope it will stop the suffering? In that case, the demand for suicide 
may be concern in disguise. They may also recommend suicide out of sheer 
frustration and anger about something. Some voices may have very harsh and 
crude ways of expressing themselves that should not be taken too literally. In 
some cases, I have gotten the very clear impression that certain voices wanted to 
have the person they were attached to kill me simply as an expression of being 
angry with me. When they made such statements, we could simply translate it 
into “we are angry with you”. It may also be worth it to consider if some things 
that voices say are metaphorical, symbolic, or poetic. Death may be metaphorical 
or symbolical, and in that case a message such as “you must kill yourself” could 
have the meaning of the voices having a desire for the person to undergo 
personal or spiritual transformation, or to leave behind old patterns or 
attachments. I have encountered an example of voices requiring a person to burn 
himself, which initially seemed to be literal. It turned out to be symbolic, 
however, and what the voices wanted was for the person to ‘burn’ with the fire of 
his anger to energize him and give him direction in order to transform himself and 
his situation. I really wonder if some voices might speak in the language of 
dreams? This may be worth considering in the case of unacceptable requirements 
like death and killing. At times, voices may tell us quite literally and plainly what 
they desire, but they just might speak in metaphor or a kind of symbolism at 
times, and I think that is worth keeping in mind (Romme, 2009). 
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When a person other than the hearer is conversing with voices, it requires the 
hearer to function as a sort of intermediary or translator. This may involve some 
effort and strain. The person hearing the voices must then attend to both the 
therapist and the voices. Some co-researchers have made me aware that this may 
require some effort and be rather tiring. Perhaps especially at initial contact. This 
is worth bearing in mind. The therapist should take care not to be too eager to 
speak too much with the voices all at once. Stick to a few questions. Otherwise it 
may wear out the translator. In these explorations, we have not spent the whole 
meetings conversing with the voices, nor have we had direct interactions with the 
voices at every meeting. At this point, I would imagine that focusing too much on 
direct interaction and striving to speak with the voices at every meeting would be 
excessive and might cause a strain for the hearer. I encourage paying close 
attention to the demands this may put on the voices as well as the hearer, and to 
give the voices the opportunity to just listen and witness interaction between the 
hearer and the therapist. 

Voices learning through observation and interaction. 

Voices seem to have the capacity to change their behavior. They just might be 
able to learn, and it may be connected to how we interact with them. Alice’s 
Others used to fill her head with images and orders to do dangerous things, harm 
herself, harm other people, or even kill herself. They would regularly interfere 
with our conversations in my office. During all our efforts to resist this prior to our 
discovery of hospitality towards them, our efforts were futile. Change seemed to 
begin when Alice and I began to engage with The Others in a kind and 
understanding way, without rejection, and they consistently had a positive 
response to my gestures of hospitality. Over time, as we consistently practiced 
these elements, The Others became calm, ceased to interfere, expressed 
contentment, and Alice ceased to be afraid of them. I wonder if the fact that The 
Others came to be in a position as receivers of kindness, respect, and certain 
privileges in my office allowed them to have a new relational experience that they 
were actually able to learn from over time. Apparently, by means of our direct 
interactions with them, and perhaps also by observing Alice and me. Max’s and 
Trish’s voices also seem to have been receptive to an appreciation of their 
intentions and perspective, and to have changed their behavior as a consequence. 
Rose also considered that, as a consequence of her respect for them, most of her 
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voices had grown to respect her more. Might an important element of interacting 
with voices in healing ways be establishing a situation where the voices A) get to 
observe respectful and kind interaction and B) come to experience being receivers 
of respect and kindness themselves? 

The significance of relating to voices as ‘persons’ – speaking directly to them 
and with them. 

What do the voices make of all this? What does it mean for them to be engaged 
like that, being acknowledged as persons with knowledge and a perspective of 
their own, being receivers of respect and hospitality? 

Victoria stated that having daily conversations with her voices had a calming 
effect on them. She asked them questions about their motives, stated her own 
position and desires to them, and informed them about her plans and reasons for 
her decisions and activities. According to Victoria, this made them calmer during 
the course of the day. Eventually, they left her. 

Max's voices listened to my appeal for their help with Max, as I spoke to them as 
beings with their own perspectives and reasons for their actions. Max reported 
that they listened and responded to this, and they felt recognized, respected, and 
held accountable. It made them reconsider their activities and intentions. They 
would tend to remain grumpy, but consistently accepted our appeal to them. 

Alice’s magical beings, called The Others, consistently appreciated receiving my 
hospitality and getting smoking breaks, despite all the aggressive energy they had 
and their prolonged distrust of me. They also appreciated being compared to Mr. 
No-Face from the Ghibli movie “Spirited Away”. Over time, consistent hospitality 
and their observations of our enactment of kindness seemed to calm them down 
to the point of ceasing to be aggressive towards Alice. Offering them hospitality 
consistently calmed them down when they were agitated, and Alice informed me 
on many occasions that they really appreciated that I was kind to them. 

Rose’s voices had great appreciation for the diplomatic process that she initiated 
with them and ceased to act aggressively towards her after being recognized and 
known for who they are, and Rose appreciating their knowledge and input. They 
were initially skeptical when I addressed them, and somewhat confused by the 
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situation. However, this respectful engagement led them to no longer suffer like 
they did before, and according to the voices themselves, they are now feeling 
good, except for one group of voices that have not been responsive to this 
approach. The three other groups that Rose identified all appreciated Rose’s 
efforts and became peaceful. 

Trish’s voice immediately responded with a change from agitation and attack to 
being calm and supportive when we tried to see and acknowledge her perspective 
and intentions. The voice told Trish that she appreciated the respectful words and 
that she was only trying to help. Trish stated that: 

This collaboration has also helped the voice to be at peace. She’s not even 
present anymore! She only shows up when I fail to notice the need to relax 
or the need for love. Then she shows up, but in a much calmer way that I 
can deal with. Our present relationship has given her an extreme amount of 
peace and calm and the ability to say things in a different way. I am 
incredibly happy to have learned to use the voice in a positive way. 
(Haugaard & Trish, 2021) 

These voices cannot speak for all voices, of course. Nor can I or Victoria, Max, 
Alice, Rose, Trish, or Laura speak for everyone who is able to hear voices. 
Nonetheless, these explorations make me wonder how many voices might 
appreciate being respectfully engaged as persons. It seems we have encountered 
more than one species of voices, and there may be more kinds out there than the 
ones we have engaged with here. Some may be more receptive to an approach 
like this than others, and for all I know, some voices may be unable to interact like 
this. It may be worth it to try, though. Especially in light of the fact that not all 
people experiencing phenomena like this find conventional medical and 
therapeutic practices to be sufficient or helpful. Similar practices have been 
advocated by researchers associated with the Hearing Voices Network (see 
Corstens, Longden & May, 2012; Corstens, May & Longden, 2012; Deamer & 
Hayward, 2018; Dellazizzo et al, 2022; Longden et al, 2021; Middleton, Cooke & 
May, 2022). 
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Part three: Engaging science. 

In Part One of this paper, I made an attempt to bring together some observations 
concerning voices, based on direct interactions with them by a number of people 
who live with voices, as well as my interactions with them through these people. 
This brought me to consider whether voices could meaningfully be understood as 
persons of some sort. At least, voices would seem to appear to people as persons, 
and in interactions with them, they seem to display characteristics of personhood. 
In Part Two, I attempted to bring together knowledges of a practical kind 
regarding ways of interacting with voices that seem to contribute to developing a 
more tolerable, acceptable and even positive state of co-existence with them. 
Here too, a theme of personhood seems to emerge. Voices seem to respond 
favorably to being treated as if they are persons. How are we to make sense of 
this as scientific and clinical professionals? Would not psychology tell us that 
regarding voices as persons is a mistake, a dissociation, or misattribution on the 
part of the people who hear them? At this point I remind myself of some initial 
observations that I mentioned in the beginning of this paper: Voices seem to 
respond to being treated like persons, and this has been helpful to people for 
whom conventional treatment approaches have not been effective. Furthermore, 
person-likeness does seem to be their phenomenology, regardless of how we 
prefer to explain the phenomenon. In addition to this phenomenology, it seems 
to be the case, with at least some people, that voices also display a range of 
person-like qualities and capacities in actual interaction with them, such as having 
a perspective and being responsive. In light of this, I will attempt to persist in 
tolerating the potential strangeness of this idea and persist in striving to honor 
the experiences of my co-researchers. What understandings of subjectivity and 
personhood might allow us to accept personhood for voices? 

Rose has proposed that voices should perhaps be understood to be 
consciousnesses. A consciousness in a sense that entails a perspective, agency, 
and a capacity to feel and respond to the world. She has shared with me her 
considerations as to the nature of consciousness, proposing that consciousness 
may not be as fixed, interior to ourselves, and as unitary as we may be inclined to 
believe. Can we not conceive of consciousness as perhaps something elastic and 
multiple? Could one body not be inhabited by several consciousnesses, each 
being in the possession of a perspective and an agency of their own? Having kept 

http://www.journalnft.com/


    59   

 
 

 Respecting Voices: A Report on a Co-research Project Concerning Voice Hearing 
Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, December 2024 Release, p. 31-69. 

www.journalnft.com  

 

these ideas that Rose has proposed in mind, I was quite intrigued when Laura 
proposed a theory of voices and consciousness: What if we think of consciousness 
as something that is contained by a border or a fence. Like a square. The square 
contains consciousness and gives it a certain shape. Maybe this containment is 
what gives us the feeling of interiority? But maybe this container can break open 
or have a sort of leak that allows consciousness to move out of the container 
through a hole, and then it may wrap itself around the container and take on a life 
outside it, although still elastically connected to the remaining consciousness still 
inside the container. I was immediately struck by this image that she developed 
and how it seemed similar to Rose’s observations and considerations. Could 
consciousness perhaps be a rather elastic, non-unitary phenomenon that may be 
contained, but also capable of moving out of containment, displaying a 
multiplicity of perspectives and agentic powers outside the interior (contained) 
perspective? This leads me to consider if such ‘tentacles of consciousness,’ or 
perhaps rhizomes of awareness, might associate with various aspects of the world 
– socialize with the world we live in, so to speak, to form complexes of exterior, 
relational perspectives, and agencies? 

Can we imagine a psychology in which it is possible and meaningful to appreciate 
voices as persons that exercise agency and are in possession of perspective? 
Perhaps the Cartesian commitments of psychology and psychiatry are a bit of an 
obstacle to that, allowing us for little more than entertaining ideas about the 
realness of voices as a matter of ‘as if’. But what if there were alternatives to 
Cartesian psychology? The so-called new animism in anthropology just might 
provide us with some ideas to help us consider possibilities for taking voices as 
persons seriously. 

A relational mind. 

Anthropology and cultural psychology have been aware for some time that 
modern culture has a very particular understanding of subjectivity. This is 
sometimes referred to as self-contained subjectivity or a bounded self. It is the 
idea that our minds exist inside our heads and are fundamentally distinct from the 
world. It posits humans as an individual gazer upon an outside world on which to 
reflect or to come to terms with, and onto which to project our minds. Many 
rivers run into this concept of subjectivity, but an early explicit statement of it in a 
Western philosophical context was Descartes’ distinction between mind and 
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matter, the well-known subject-object distinctions of Western philosophy and 
science, and the derivative distinction between culture and nature. In psychology, 
failure to make a strong distinction between self and non-self, inner subjective 
reality and outer material reality, quickly became a sign of psychological 
immaturity or mental disturbance. Classical developmental psychology regards 
tendencies in children to relate to things as having feelings and intentions as 
being an immature stage in individual cognitive evolution, while psychoanalysis 
understood transgressions of the distinction between mind and world to be 
projections of various kinds. But this line of reasoning just might be a historically 
and culturally unusual way of understanding the mind. Such differences have 
given anthropology cause to seek to explain in terms of Western psychology how 
people in other cultures could possibly hold what would be regarded as 
erroneous and irrational beliefs. The ontological turn in anthropology seems to 
have been initiated at the point when some anthropologists stepped away from 
this line of reasoning and began to consider if the natives might be right. What if 
they are just as philosophically sophisticated as Western thinkers, but Western 
researchers have so far been unable to comprehend their ontology and 
epistemology? (Harvey, 2005; 2017) 

Nurit Bird-David (1999) has tried to reconsider an old concept in anthropology in 
relation to new attempts to understand non-Western ways of knowing the world. 
That concept is animism. Quite similar to developmental psychology’s view of the 
immature mind, animism was originally a concept to denote a category of 
primitive forms of religion, which is just another way of saying that it is immature 
or lacking in proper development (Harvey, 2017). However, Bird-David suggested 
that we look again at this category of cultural phenomena and see animism in a 
different light. Rather than seeing animism as the erroneous attribution of minds 
to non-humans or the irrational belief in non-empirical causal agents (i.e. spirits), 
she proposed understanding animism in terms of a relational epistemology and a 
relational understanding of personhood. These ideas, also developed by Viveiros 
de Castro (2004; 2015), Graham Harvey (2005; 2017) and others (see for example 
Abram, 2017; Hornborg, 2006; Ingold, 2006; Kimmerer, 2017; Morrison, 2013; 
Pickering, 2017; Rasmussen, 2019), see ‘person’ as something like an agentic 
perspective inhabiting a relation. It is connected to how subjectivity, the relations 
of ‘I’ and ‘you’, seem to be inherent to our perception of the world (Abram, 2017; 
Bird-David, 1999). As if personification is built into perception. But this may not 

http://www.journalnft.com/


    61   

 
 

 Respecting Voices: A Report on a Co-research Project Concerning Voice Hearing 
Journal of Contemporary Narrative Therapy, December 2024 Release, p. 31-69. 

www.journalnft.com  

 

simply be an error of human cognition. Not simply an evolutionary hangover, but 
a quality of our perception that many non-modern societies not only accept, but 
explicitly cultivate and develop. Graham Harvey (2005) makes the point that 
animism in Western psychology is often viewed as something immature, 
something children do until they know better, but this contradicts what seems to 
be the case in animistic societies. In those societies where animistic relating to the 
world is prominent and valued, it is the elders who are the most animistic, not the 
children. Animistic perception and relating is not only a natural trait that is left 
undisturbed, but something that is picked up and developed into rich practices 
and philosophies, expressed in complex ritual and narrative. Bird-David wonders 
how Western societies have come to hold animistic forms of relating and knowing 
in such low regard: 

The most intriguing question is why and how the modernist project 
estranged itself from the tendency to animate things, if it is indeed 
universal. How and why did it stigmatize “animistic language” as a child’s 
practice, against massive evidence […] to the contrary? (Bird-David, 1999, p. 
S79)  

Might such ontologies and epistemologies provide a different receiving context 
for voice hearing? Might we take voices seriously as persons in a sense inspired by 
the new animism? 

Subjectification as epistemology. 

In much of Western science, the world is taken to be independent of human 
consciousness. In fact, human consciousness is almost like a form of 
contamination and a distortion of the world. Hence, it must be removed. Science 
must be objective, which means removing as much of the subjectivity of our 
minds from our understanding of the object of interest. We must separate 
ourselves as much as possible from the object in order to know the object. In 
medical and psychological research, this is expressed in the practices of control 
groups, blinding, and placebos. Amazonian shamans would seem to take 
something like the opposite approach: To know a thing is to invest in it as much 
subjectivity, as much perspective, and intentionality, as possible. It is when the 
thing becomes a who, that it is really known: 
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To know is to personify, to take on the point of view of that which must be 
known. […] it is necessary to personify them in order to know. […] 
Personification or subjectification implies that the “intentional stance” 
adopted with respect to the world has been in some way universalized. 
(Viveiros de Castro, 2004, pp. 468-9) 

To know the forest is to see the perspectives of the beings of the forest and to 
understand their intentions, their agency, and the myriad relations among them 
and with humans. This also seems to involve differences in ontology. It is hard to 
spot a distinction between human and non-human here. Hard to see who is 
subject and what is object; what is culture and what is nature. Indeed, Viveiros de 
Castro (2004) suggests that in Amazonian understandings of reality, culture is 
universal, and all relations are social. 

Andrew Pickering (2017) has suggested that science engage with animistic 
understandings. Based on his studies of the practicalities of scientific discovery 
and development, he points out the agency of the objects of scientific study. 
Despite Western commitments to human subjects that are separate from 
exterior, inanimate objects, he demonstrates how scientific research may 
meaningfully be read as a dance of agency between the scientist and some part of 
the world. The image of the scientist unilaterally manipulating his object to 
extract knowledge is perhaps a particular narrative that is mostly constructed 
after the fact. A convention of scientific storytelling. If things like bubble 
chambers and rivers (Pickering, 2013; 2017) might act as agents to scientists, then 
surely voices may be viewed similarly. After all, they very explicitly display 
characteristics of agency. 

Would it be reasonable to suggest that psychiatric and psychological approaches 
to voices attempt to relate to the voice as a thing, like what Viveiros de Castro 
describes as the default epistemology of Western science? And might the 
discovery that voices respond to being treated as respected persons be 
meaningful as a form of enactment of an alternative epistemology? Are we 
investing as much agency and subjectivity in the voice as possible, thereby coming 
to know the voices, not as objects, but as subjects? In Max’s case, I think it is fair 
to say that we did exactly what Viveiros de Castro calls ‘taking on the point of 
view of that which must be known’. Might we characterize the practices 
developed by Victoria, Max, Alice, Rose, Trish, and Laura as being enactments of a 
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particular epistemology? One that may depart from a Cartesian understanding of 
subjectivity and objectivity, but that none the less has an implicit logic of its own? 
One that might fit very well with Viveiros de Castro’s Amazonian epistemology. 
From a purely pragmatic perspective, this leads me to wonder if we might assess 
the effects of different epistemologies in relation to voices? Might one 
epistemology be preferable to another on pragmatic grounds related to how the 
voices respond to it? Might voices respond more favorably to animistic 
epistemology? It seems to me that, at least in some cases, seeking to detach from 
voices and rejecting them may cause conflict, whereas engaging with the 
perspective of the voice and acknowledging its agency – investing subjectivity in 
the voice – may change the behavior of the voice in positive ways. It seems to 
establish a different kind of relationship. Perhaps such an epistemology of 
subjectification might provide us with a rationale for engaging with voices in a 
way that embraces those characteristics of personhood that are part of their 
phenomenology? 

Voices as personified, objectified relations? 

Recall how scientific practice, in accordance with Cartesian distinctions, requires a 
disconnect between subject and object, where perspective, relationships, and 
engagement should be contained inside the human? A subject contained within 
herself, separate from a world of objects. Bird-David (1999) associates this way of 
dealing with the world with the term ‘individual’. The animistic people that Bird-
David studied built strong relationships with certain landscape formations and 
animals, and performed these relationships in rituals. Their sense of self is not 
separate from the world around them, but very mixed up with the world. 
Landscapes and animals would be enacted by humans as being human-like. To 
contrast this with Western individuals, she suggested the term ‘dividual’. That is a 
divided subjectivity, shared between humans and particular aspects of the world, 
experienced and performed ritually as a person of its own. A subject inhabiting a 
relation, or to state in another way, an objectification and personification of a 
relation (Rasmussen, 2019). This means that rather than the psychology of human 
beings being contained within themselves, separate from others and the world, 
the mind is shared and invested in the world. A relational or distributed 
subjectivity, as opposed to a self-contained subjectivity. Personification is then 
something like a technology for handling this distribution of relational 
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subjectivity. This building of such relations and personifying the perspective and 
agency that comes to reside in this relation, may be called ‘dividuation’ (Bird-
David, 1999). That is the work of building and handling a distributed mind through 
personification. 

What might happen if a new animist conception of personhood and relational 
subjectivity is connected to the phenomenon of the voices that some psychiatric 
patients are able to hear? What kind of receiving context would this provide us 
with, and what possibilities for engaging with any suffering related to voices 
might this open up for us? Could this give us access to some ‘islands of stability’ 
(Pickering, 2017) other than those provided by psychiatry so far? Perhaps 
Luhrmann’s work, which suggests that a non-self-contained understanding of the 
mind may be an advantage in living with voice-hearing, and that traditional 
training in becoming a spiritual healer seems beneficial to voice-hearing, lends 
some additional credibility to just that (Luhrmann et al, 2015; Luhrmann, Dulin & 
Dzokoto, 2023)3. 

If personhood can be understood as subjectivity or agentic perspective inhabiting 
a relation, might we be able to accept voices as persons and not feel too weird 
relating to them as such? Could we view voices as personified relations? If we 
take the perspective that subjectivity is something rather fluid and elastic, that 
attaches to the world around us, and that our minds really exist in such a 
distributed form, and not simply in our heads, then maybe the idea of more than 
one subject (more than one agentic perspective) connected to one human 
specimen is not so strange? This does not explain why some people hear voices 
and others do not, of course. But perhaps it makes it significantly less strange that 
it may be the case. Maybe we are not as naturally unified and self-contained as 
we like to assume? Perhaps any experience of being self-contained that we have 
is significantly a product of Cartesian socialization4? Maybe the phenomenon of 
voice hearing is inherent to our wiring, but we now live in a society that struggles 

 
3 For descriptions of traditional healing practices that Rasmussen (2019) argues operate within a relational 
subjectivity see for example Seligman (2010) or Wedel (2009). For considerations of how this may relate to 
concepts of mental health and dominant Western cultural norms, see Scrutton (2016). NiaNia, Busch & Epston 
(2017) describe a number of examples of direct collaborations between Western psychiatric practices and 
traditional spiritual healing practices in Aotearoa/New Zealand. 
4 For a comprehensive account of the perception and understanding of reality in an animistic society, I recommend 
The Falling Sky by Davi Kopenawa and Bruce Albert. 
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to deal with such a transgression of our cultural norms? This reminds me of 
Graham Harvey (2005) wondering how to understand modernity in light of the 
apparent naturalness of animistic relating. He suggests that maybe modernity is 
not so much a fact of human functioning at this time in history, but more like a 
separatist movement, constantly at work to maintain a sense of self-containment 
that is not really natural to us at all. If voices are dividuals, then maybe the thing 
to do is to apply a new animist epistemology of personifying and developing the 
relation through respectful engagement. Maybe that is what my co-researchers 
somehow discovered? Maybe the favorable response of the voices to such 
respectful engagement with them as real persons is an expression of a deep 
human resonance with a non-self-contained way of being? 

Closing remarks. 

This paper is my attempt to summarize some preliminary discoveries and 
considerations about voices and to point in a possible direction for further 
exploration. In doing so, I hope to honor what my co-researchers have shared 
with me so far. I have only referred to or mentioned these discoveries along the 
way here, and I encourage readers to consult their individual papers for a fuller 
account and demonstration of these explorations and practices. Hopefully this 
knowledge and tentative ideas may be of use to others. 
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Thank you, Rune Hjarnø Rasmussen, for introducing me to the ontological turn 
and the new animism, and for sharing examples of his research with me. 

I would also like to acknowledge the great significance of learning about voice-
hearing from ‘the girl who found a dragon egg’ – a person who shall remain 
anonymous here. 
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