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DELUSIONAL FORMATION IN AUTISM AND ITS PSYCHOLOGICAL
MECHANISM ’

Ryuji KOBAYASHI
Tokai University School of Health Sciences

The case of an autistic, young adult
woman, who suffers from delusions about
her personal appearance is reported. The
psychological mechanism of delusional for-
mation is discussed in terms of psychodyna-
mic theory and phenomenology.

The patient became obsessed with her
body image during puberty. This was
brought about by the breast development of
her only female friend. Autism had been
diagnosed when the patient was four years
old, she was in normal ‘classes during ele-
mentary and junior high school and a good
future prognosis was expected. Her mother
had much hope for her daughter and energet-
ically helped with her school work. Upon
entering high school, however, the patient
was shocked to be placed in special classes
for the mentally handicapped.

In early childhood she had developed a
strong sense of curiosity about her personal
appearance and cosmetics. When she was in
the second year of high school, the breasts of
her only female friend began to develop. The
patient became so obsessed by this change
that she began peeping inside her friend’s
dress. From that time she became obsessive
about her own figure and body image. She
believed that her mother and brother, as well
as many others, had beautiful hair and fig-
ures but that she, herself, looked strange and
ugly. She said that from infancy her hair,
face, and mind had all seemed strange.
During this time, the patient had a great fear
of being watched and continuously refused
to look directly at people. She feared not
only the people around her but a female
figure that appeared on the face of a medi-

cine can and the symbol of a fish imprinted
on a chopping board. These figures were
perceived as a real person or an animate
thing with much fear.

At the time she became aware of her
friend’s breast development her father was
suffering from cancer which soon resulted in
his death. During the interview it became
clear that her mother had been a compulsive
dieter and had experienced conflict in the
formation of gender identity in her youth.
The mother therefore was not able to show
concern for her dauthter’s anxiety about
changes in her body image. The psychother-
apy focussed on the mother’s mourning, the
loss of her husband, and the acceptance of
her daughter’s handicap. As the mourning
therapy progressed, the patient’s aggression
against her mother decreased. As a result of
the therapy both mother and daughter began
to come out of their states of withdrawal. It
appears that the mother’s ability to mourn
has made it easy for them to communicate
affectively.

The active perceptual mode in the
autism of this patient (physiognomic percep-
tion, Werner) shows hyperactive perception
in the motor-affective manner rather than
affective comunication deficit. This suggests
that autistic persons have the innate ability
for affective communication but that it is
very difficult for them to achieve what they
perceive as being a “state of order” through
language. As a result, they perceive things
around them as metamorphic and strange
even if previously exposed to the object/
situation (Perception metamorphosis phe-
nomenon, Kobayashi 1993). If autistic per-
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sons can not achieve affective communica-
tion with others, they can not share the
meaning of what they perceive physiognomi-
cally and therefore will draw unusual mean-
ings from what they are exposed to. This
psychopathological process could be called
“delusional perception”, and such a hypothe-
sis makes it possible to explain the psycho-
logical mechanism of the formation of delu-
sions.

Vol. 36, No. 3

Physiognomic perception, as well as
vitality affect, has an important role in
affective communication. In the treatment of
autism, the former may prove a very impor-
tant factor in how we can help autistic
persons to have affective communication
with their mothers.
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