
This book, originally published in 1964, has recently been
re-released. The author, Milton Rokeach, a social psychologist,
describes his work investigating the nature of belief and
personality, in this case through the observation of three men
with a diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia.

The work draws its inspiration from a text by Voltaire in which
an individual holding the belief that he was Jesus Christ is
confronted by another with the same belief and ‘was so struck
with the folly of his companion, that his eyes were opened to
the truth of his own condition’. Through bringing together
individuals with the same delusional belief Rokeach hopes to gain
understanding of an individual’s belief and to perhaps affect a
degree of recovery in his participants.

In July 1959, three men are selected for a form of controlled
trial: Joseph Cassel, 58 years old and a resident hospital in-patient
for almost 20 years; Clyde Benson, 70 years old, an in-patient of 17
years; and Leon Gabbore, 38 years old, resident at the hospital for
the past 5 years. The men all shared the belief that they were God
and arrangements were made to ensure that they would all be
housed on the same ward. A control group of such is provided
in the form of three women, each holding different beliefs;
however, Rokeach quickly loses interest in this group and ceases
meeting with them.

Through a series of daily meetings over a period of 2 years
Rokeach seeks to confront the men with the impossibility of their
shared belief, in his terms an ‘identity confrontation’. Projects are
devised to compel the men to work together and also through the
use of fictitious letters from ‘positive authorities’, for example
from Leon’s ‘wife’. In reality Rokeach aimed to produce positive
behavioural changes in the men. He hoped that when confronted
with evidence relating to the impossibility of their beliefs, the men
would undergo a measure of recovery; when this is unsuccessful he
takes it on himself to construct fictional letters from individuals
within the men’s delusional structures hoping to induce a
behavioural change.

The book provides a fascinating insight into the passion
with which Rokeach pursues his work. Indeed, in his closing
commentary he comments that there may have been four, not
the planned three, individuals with delusion involved in the
project – holding as he does the unshakeable belief in his ability

to alter the beliefs and personalities of these individuals. As would
be expected these efforts are ultimately doomed to failure, and
while the methods used would sit uneasily with modern ethical
principles, the book still conveys the high degree of warmth and
respect felt by Rokeach towards his study participants, and also
the focus and determination with which he explores the delusional
structure of the three men. The book ultimately provides a
reminder of the amazing range of interest and compassion to be
found within our discipline.
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There are two confessions to be made: this book is one I have long
wished to write about and my second confession is that I have
carried this little text with me these last few weeks, I believe to
the annoyance of several colleagues. Grand rounds have never
been so much fun. One quick glance at page 280 will allow the
reader to confidently enquire whether hexosaminidase deficiency
has adequately been excluded, or if Fabry’s disease may be a
differential diagnosis.

Psychosis is a frequently occurring syndrome and at the heart
of what psychiatry is all about. Thus, expertise in assessing
patients and coming to this diagnosis is central to the task of
the psychiatrist. Cardinal & Bullmore’s book deals with the causes
of psychosis and proposes a clinical approach to diagnosis.

The first section discusses the full range of organic causes of
psychosis including genetic, autoimmune, nutritional and inborn
errors of metabolism among others, together with primary
psychiatric disease. There are useful tables and summaries. It is
brief yet compressive enough for the practising psychiatrist and
trainee alike. In the second section, there is a brief guide to history
and mental state examination, which should prove useful for the
trainee.

There are aspects that could be improved. The authors aim to
be comprehensive yet concise; hence some chapters are so brief as
to be redundant. This is particularly true of the chapter on
delirium. The layout and extensive cross-referencing makes the
text, at times, difficult to read. I was also somewhat disappointed
that there was no reference to the current debate on categorical v.
dimensional classification of psychosis. There will need to be
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future revisions to this text, with the implementation of ICD-11
and DSM-5, although the latter is to some extent taken into
consideration. But I suspect this book will soon be core reading,
so future editions will have the opportunity to improve on this
first one.

Overall, this small book punches well above its weight. It
contains much useful and clinically applicable information as to
be a delight for trainees and those working day to day with

patients with psychosis. I would wholeheartedly recommend it.
I just wish I had written it myself!
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