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tolerate in order to benefit from the remarkable insights
shared in this book.

This book is lengthy, organized into ten parts or themes,
each comprised of two chapters. The parts include those
aspects of psychosis which are familiar to clinicians, such
as hearing voices, delusional beliefs, negative symptoms,
recovery, family perspectives, and the at-risk mental state.
Also included are those aspects of psychotic illness that are
less often considered when thinking about dimensions of
a psychotic experience, such as trauma, spirituality, exis-
tential issues and cultural perspectives. Each theme is pre-
sented as two chapters, the first being a personal account
written by someone who has experienced psychosis in some
form related to the theme. The accounts are honest, raw, and
eloquently written. Some accounts are written by profes-
sionals in mental health who have themselves experienced
psychosis. These perspectives are the most valuable aspect
of this book, sharing with the reader the person’s ultimate
understanding of their psychotic experience(s), along with
insights gained as to how it and the encounter within the
mental health system has shaped their life. There is much
to be learned from these accounts; certainly I was forced
to reconsider my own assumptions and methods used with
patients and rethink alternatives to treatment provision. The
second chapter in each part uses the personal perspective as
a platform to support relevant research findings, and impli-
cations for the reader’s understanding and clinical practice.

Almost all of the personal perspectives in this book come
from contributors whose psychotic experiences were mis-
identified as stemming from a primary psychotic disorder
such as schizophrenia. The positive take home message
from this book is well reflected in Osler’s statement re-
ferred to in chapter 21, “it is much more important to know
what sort of patient has a disease than what sort of disease
the patient has.” Geekie and contributors highlight well the
need for clinicians to avoid assuming that a psychotic ex-
perience is invariably a marker of a serious and persistent
mental disorder. The contributors use personal perspectives
and research findings to emphasize the need to reflect upon
a person’s psychotic experience as a possible manifestation
of other issues that cannot be identified using traditional
methods or without examining the underpinnings of the ex-
perience itself. The authors pay due respect to the use of
subjective narratives as a means of fostering a true under-
standing of the person’s presentation, a technique they feel
is often missed in medical settings, including psychiatry.

The insights gained from this book are at times overshad-
owed by a critical view of psychiatric practice. There are
many unbalanced statements in the book about psychiatry
and the medical field being poorly responsive to persons
with psychotic experiences. While certainly there is some
truth to this, there is little in the way of examination of the
reasons for this, or suggestions for change. The repetition
of this opinion throughout each chapter runs the risk of
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alienating those clinicians and learners who indeed may be
most in need of persisting with this book.

Nonetheless, as a child and adolescent psychiatrist who
sees many youth presenting with psychotic experiences, the
messages found among the perspectives shared in this book
are imperative. The emphasis on using sensitivity and cu-
riosity and avoiding assumptions when approaching a pre-
sentation of psychosis (particularly in a developing brain) is
welcome. For this reason, this book is recommended read-
ing for clinicians who see persons with psychosis in any
capacity.

Sabina Abidi MD, FRCPC
Dalhousie University
Halifax, Nova Scotia
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The Polyvagal Theory gives a thorough overview of
Stephen Porges’ research and theoretical contribution to
science. I was quite intrigued by the opportunity to review
this book since references to Porges are found regularly in
attachment, attention, temperament, and emotion research.
Orienting oneself to the book is easy, as the book chapters
have clear headings and a summary at each chapter’s end.

The early chapters acquaint one with research and general
information about the vagus nerve. The book outlines the
function of the vagus nerve anatomically, physiologically,
developmentally, and in evolutionary terms. The vagus
nerve is a complex bidirectional system that regulates
homeostasis and associated responses to environmental
challenges (i.e. stress). The core research model presented
here is the ‘vagal brake’, a moderating factor that
maintains homeostasis, acting as early as infancy. Porges
argues further that the mammalian development of a
myelinated vagus is a key component of social and internal
regulation.
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