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Micropsia: Alice in Wonderland Syndrome
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Imagine waking up one morning to discover your bedroom has become a massive cave. The walls are
miles away, your mobile phone is the size of a suitcase, and you... you are someone tiny trapped in a
world of giants. It's not a dream. You're not insane. What you're experiencing is real, even though your

perception of the world is anything but ordinary.

This isn't science fiction. It's what happened to Marcus, a 16-year-old teenager in Portland, Oregon,
during a viral infection outbreak in 2019. Suddenly, while studying for a history exam, he felt everything

expanding around him. His desk became a conference table. His cat suddenly looked like a lion.

What's fascinating is that Marcus knew perfectly well that nothing had actually changed size. His rational
mind screamed the truth, but his eyes and sensory experience showed him a distorted universe. This
contradiction is the core of micropsia, a bewildering neurological phenomenon also known as Alice in

Wonderland Syndrome.

The syndrome got its name because sufferers report exactly what Alice experienced in Lewis Carroll's
novel: radical distortions of the size of objects and spaces. But unlike the book, where everything is
imagination, here we're talking about a genuine malfunction in how the brain processes visual and

spatial information.

How is it possible for your brain to betray your most trusted sense, vision? What happens in the hidden
depths of perception to create such a distorted reality? The answer involves a fascinating journey

through how your brain constructs, minute by minute, the world you believe you live in.

When Size Becomes Fiction

Marcus's story is not isolated. Since British neuroscientist John Todd coined the term 'Alice in Wonder-
land Syndrome' in 1955, doctors have documented thousands of similar cases. What's extraordinary is
that this syndrome doesn't discriminate: it affects children, teenagers, and adults, can last from minutes

to hours, and disappears as mysteriously as it appears.

What's most disturbing is that during these episodes, the patient maintains almost complete awareness
of objective reality. Marcus could say 'l know my room didn't change size, but | see it that way'. It's as
if two simultaneous versions of truth were running in parallel inside his mind: one that knows the facts

and another that experiences an alternate reality.

The Invisible Architecture of Recognition
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To understand micropsia, we need to step back several paces and comprehend how your brain
literally constructs what you see. Vision isn't a passive camera recording the world. It's a sophisticated
film director who receives fragments of information, interprets them, compares them with memories,

expectations, and previous patterns, then presents you with an edited movie called 'reality’.

Imagine your brain has two visual navigation systems. The first, located at the back of your brain in a
region called the visual cortex, handles seeing what objects are: 'this is a door, that's a book'. The second
system, running in parallel, asks: 'where is that object in space?'. This second pathway, called the dorsal

stream, is responsible for perceiving distance, relative size, and depth.

Now here's where things get complicated. These two systems are interconnected through neural wires
that constantly exchange information. Your brain must coordinate what it sees (‘this is large') with what
it knows about context (‘but it should be small’). When this neurological orchestra fails, when the wires

cross or information is lost in transit, phenomena like micropsia occur.

The Culprit: A Neural Desynchronization

In 2003, neuroscientists Curt Schiekel and Ertan Sasmaz published a detailed analysis of 44 cases of
Alice in Wonderland Syndrome. What they discovered was surprising: most patients reported common
previous symptoms. Migraines. Viral infections. Epilepsy. Some patients were taking certain medications.

What do all these factors have in common?

They all affect the chemical balance of the brain. Neurons, those cells that transmit electrical information,
communicate with each other through chemical molecules called neurotransmitters. When a viral
infection invades the brain, it inflames tissue and can alter the production of these neurotransmitters.
When a migraine occurs, waves of abnormal neural activity spread like dominoes across the cortex. In
both cases, the result is chaos: messages traveling between the ‘what is it' system and the 'where is it'

system fall out of sync.

A 2018 study conducted at Munich University Hospital documented the case of a patient named
Anna, a 32-year-old woman with a long history of complex migraines. During one of her episodes, she
experienced extreme micropsia. Researchers used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to
observe her brain while the episode occurred, and discovered something fascinating: the region of the
brain responsible for processing object size showed abnormally low activity, while the region processing
shape was hyperactive. It was as if her brain was processing perfectly what it saw, but completely unable

to determine how far away it was.

The lllusion Within the lllusion
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What makes micropsia particularly unsettling is that it's not a complete hallucination.You don't see things
that don't exist. You see real things, but distorted in size. It's as if someone altered your eyes' zoom

without your consent, but only for certain objects, at certain times.

Some patients report that the distortion is selective. Marcus discovered that while his room seemed to
expand, his hand still looked normal-sized. This suggests that different brain regions process different
spaces. Your brain doesn't construct a single map of the world; it constructs multiple specialized maps,

and micropsia occurs when these maps come into conflict.

A patient documented in medical literature reported something even stranger: during his episode,
micropsia was intermittent. He saw his office at normal size for five seconds, then it expanded to colossal
proportions for another five seconds, then returned to normal. His brain oscillated between two versions

of reality, as if it were switching between two different television channels.

Recovery and Final Reflection

Marcus experienced his micropsia episode for exactly 47 minutes. Then, without warning, his perception
snapped back to normal. He felt disoriented, frightened, and exhausted, as if he had just awakened
from a nightmare while fully conscious. There's no established cure because, fortunately, most episodes

resolve spontaneously.

What micropsia cases teach us is profoundly important: reality isn't something you passively receive
from the world. It's something your brain actively constructs, moment by moment, through complex and
fragile processes. Most of the time, these processes work so well that you never question what you see.
But when something goes wrong, when neural wires cross and messages fall out of sync, we discover
a disturbing truth: what you experience as reality is always, in a sense, a consensual illusion of your
own brain. Micropsia is simply when that illusion fails spectacularly, reminding us how fragile the line
between perception and truth really is.
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