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ween madness and normality becomes blur-
red. The purpose of this paper is to push
our understanding further by considering
what is pathology, normality and exceptio-
nal well-being in altered states of cons-
ciousness.

Pathology, Normality, and
Exceptional Well-Being

Perhaps the first thing to note is that Wes-
tern psychology is monophasic, that is to
say, its subject matter is almost exclusively
derived from a single state of conscious-
ness, namely, the normal waking state. Furt-
hermore, the normal waking state of cons-
ciousness is considered the optimal state.
The presence of these characteristics of
Western psychology, in conjunction with
the prevalence of pathomorphism, the ten-
dency to label psychological phenomena
using pathological categories, means that
experiences in altered states of conscious-
ness have often been considered patholo-
gical when they may, in fact, be better la-
belled as normal or exceptionally benefi-
cial. For example, shamanic journeying in
indigenous cultures may be undertaken by
a shaman in order to resolve a problem in
her community and involves her entering
an altered state of consciousness, experien-
cing separation from her body, travelling
in a world different from ordinary reality,
encountering spirits, searching for informa-
tion or power that can resolve the problem,
reentering her body and implementing the
results of the journey in the community.
While such experiences have often been
labelled as symptoms of schizophrenia, ca-
reful comparison of shamanic journeying
to schizophrenia reveals that they are not
the same. In particular, for example, while
someone with schizophrenia experiences

disorganization and loss of control both for
the onset of schizophrenic episodes and
their contents, a shaman’s journey is cha-
racterized by coherent imagery, control of
the onset of the journey and partial control
of the contents of experience (Walsh,
1995).

However, even if experiences in alte-
red states of consciousness were not pat-
hologized, they may nonetheless create dis-
ruption in a person’s life and thus come to
the attention of mental health professionals.
Such disruption often occurs after near-
death experiences. These are psychologi-
cal events that are sometimes reported by
a person who has been close to death for
some period of time. A person may report
having experienced a feeling of peace, se-
paration from her body, witnessing of
events occurring within the vicinity of her
body, encounters with deceased relatives
or spiritual beings, the presence of a lo-
ving light, and a panoramic life review.
Subsequently, a person’s ideas about the
nature of reality may be dramatically chan-
ged. She may come to believe that death is
not the end of life, that our usual concerns
about our material well-being are unimpor-
tant, and that the purpose of life is to love
one another. Despite the overall positive
nature of most near-death experiences, a
person may experience anger and depres-
sion at having been brought back to life,
career interruptions, fear of ridicule and re-
jection, alienation from one’s relatives and
acquaintances, and broken relationships
including divorce from one’sspouse. Many
of these problems result from a person’s
inability to reconcile her altered sense of
reality and changed values with the mate-
rialistic concerns of the people with whom
she must interact (Greyson, 2000).
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