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consciousness (Maldonado & Spiegel, 2015; Spiegel et al., 2013). More pathological symp-
toms of dissociation are often connected with trauma and experiences greatly beyond the 
individual’s control. In one study of individuals who had been subject to torture, all of 
those who had been tortured showed signs of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
but it varied in terms of their level of dissociation (Ray et al., 2006). This suggests that 
dissociation is a separate process from PTSD. In addition, the number of dissociative 
experiences for these individuals directly and positively correlated with magnetoen-
cephalography (MEG) activity in the left frontal cortex and negatively correlated with 
MEG activity in the right frontal cortex. This suggests that brain changes associated with 
not experiencing the overwhelming nature of torture become permanent and result in a 
disruption of networks involved in integrating emotional experience with the language 
features and executive control associated with the left hemisphere.

Verbatim histories and family reports were once the basic methodologies used to study dis-
sociation. At the beginning of the 1900s, a number of dissociation studies were published in the 
United States in the Journal of Abnormal Psychology. These case histories led to the view that dis-
sociation was the narrowing of the field of one’s consciousness. Trauma was seen as critical and 
the cause of dissociation, since one’s mind could not integrate traumatic experiences and memo-
ries of trauma in a coherent manner.

Dissociation and hypnosis have been connected in a variety of theoretical discussions of 
the underlying processes since at least the 1880s. However, in a nonclinical population of more 
than 800 individuals, hypnosis and dissociation have been shown not to be correlated with one 
another (Faith & Ray, 1994). That is to say, there are those who score high or low on both or low 
on one and high on the other, as well as others who show no relationship. Although dissociation 
and the hypnotic experience both represent an incomplete integration of sensory and other expe-
riences, they are brought forth in different ways. Dissociation happens to a person without volun-
tary awareness, whereas one allows oneself to enter a hypnotic trance.

Now let’s examine the specific dissociative disorders that are included in DSM–5.

Depersonalization/Derealization Disorder
Depersonalization is the perception of not experiencing the reality of one’s self. This expe-
rience can include feeling detached or observing the self as if one were an outside observer. 
Derealization, on the other hand, is the experience that the external world is not solid. One’s 
world is experienced with a sense of detachment or as if in a fog or a dream, or in other ways dis-
torted or unreal. Immediately following an automobile accident, for example, many individuals 

report feeling as if the world and what is occur-
ring are not real.

Unlike psychotic experiences, reality 
testing, or the ability to distinguish between 
external and internal events, is available to 
individuals experiencing depersonalization 
and derealization. It is estimated that at least 
50% of all adults in the United States have 
experienced depersonalization/derealization 
symptoms at some time in their life (APA, 
2013).

Depersonalization and derealization are 
seen as normal responses to many types of acute 
stress. However, when they cause distress or 
impairment in important areas of one’s life, they 
qualify as a DSM disorder. The lifetime preva-
lence for the disorder is around 2%, and there 
are no gender differences.

depersonalization: the 
perception of not experiencing 
the reality of one’s self; this 
experience can include feeling 
detached or observing one’s self 
as an outside observer

derealization: the experience 
that the external world is not solid; 
one’s world is experienced with 
a sense of detachment or as if in 
a fog or a dream, or in other ways 
distorted or unreal

Immediately following an automobile accident, many individuals report feeling as if 
the world and what is occurring is not real.
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