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W hat does Tourette’s syndrome
make you think of? Ally McBeal
or that episode of the Simpsons

when Bart had to be put on haloperidol
and he s-l-o-w-e-d right down?

The facts
Eminem recently claimed to have the symp-
toms of Tourette’s syndrome—this was later
proved to be untrue. The validity of
Tourette’s syndrome has long been ques-
tioned, ever since it was named in the late
19th century. Do people who claim to have
it actually have Tourette’s syndrome or is it
a case of poor social skills and bad parent-
ing?

Tourette’s syndrome does exist. The edu-
cation article on p 12 gives you a rundown
of the facts and explains what it is and how
it is thought to work. The nature of doing
socially unacceptable things at the worst
possible times amuses the child in us. Tics
are weird; they can make people who see
them laugh. Sitting in on a clinic, I was
amazed at some of the tics. Tics can be
physical as well as verbal and include
actions like stabbing a pen at a piece of
paper meant to be signed. They are tran-
sient, and often after such events the
patient’s composure returns and they con-
tinue going about their business.

For example, if a patient is asked to sign
consent, he or she may stab at the paper
with the pen.  Just 10 seconds later their
composure may return and they may be
able to discuss the implications of treat-
ment. 

The media
Tourette’s syndrome is a peculiar disorder,
which is perhaps why it has received so
much media attention. The perceived
stereotypical nature of the condition
appeals to anyone in search of an audience,
because viewers or readers will react
strongly to it. Feelings of sympathy for the
patient, fear of the unpredictable, and
amusement at the inappropriateness of the
condition are all open to exploitation.

Tourette’s syndrome was featured in the
US television show Ally McBeal. One of the
neurotic lawyer’s equally quirky colleagues
was defending a client with Tourette’s syn-
drome who had been charged with murder-
ing her husband. The client claimed that
her slamming down on the accelerator of
her car, thereby running over her partner,
was the result of a tic in her leg. Acquitted,
the character started dating her lawyer. Pro-
grammes such as Ally McBeal should not to
be taken too seriously. But it is a situation
comedy, supposedly based in reality, giving
the impression that people with Tourette’s
syndrome aren’t liable for their actions.

The fiction
To see just how far the fiction of Tourette’s
syndrome strayed from the fact I looked at
four contemporary novels (see boxes).
Three stories gave an accurate medical por-
trayal of Tourette’s syndrome; the excep-
tion is H is for Homicide. This is important,
because it assures the reader it is a genuine
condition if they’ve never heard of it before.
Who gives this definition is also an impor-

tant factor. In the case of the stories by
Sacks, the reader is aware that he is a highly
acclaimed neurologist and will probably
trust his judgment. Walters gives her
description in The Shape of Snakes in the
form of a letter from the doctor of a patient
with Tourette’s syndrome, which has a simi-
lar authoritative effect. Alternatively,
Jonathan Lethem lets his Touretter do the
explaining – the book is written in the first
person. This enables the reader to see that
it’s a genuine condition.

All of the stories were accurate when it
came to describing signs and symptoms. No
excessive coprolalia (shouting obscene
words) was described. Coprolalia is all too
common in the general public’s view of
Tourette’s syndrome (even though it occurs
in under a third of patients). In fact, the
only place that coprolalia did occur was in
Sack’s piece about Witty Ticcy Ray, a rock
guitarist who uttered obscenities during
moments of sexual arousal. You do wonder
whether Sacks would have written about a
character who did not have this type of
coprolalia, as it does make his book a bit
juicier to read. However, the coprolalia is
mentioned only briefly, and is by no means
the point of the story.

In most books, Tourette’s syndrome is
exploited to extract emotion from the
reader. Victim or villain, which is best? Do
we want readers with Tourette’s syndrome
to feel that this is their lot in life, that they
will be perpetually prejudiced against by
law and society alike? Representation of
people with Tourette’s syndome may ulti-
mately serve as role models, or highlight a
lack of those worth aspiring to. Today’s role

Witty Ticcy

Nadeeja Koralage looks at the stigma around Tourette’s syndrome and the impact of the media

H is for Homicide by Sue Grafton1

This book is an entertaining
murder mystery that stereo-
types the character with
Tourette’s syndrome as an
aggressive social outcast; the
condition is used to add men-

ace to the villain.
“I realised there was something wrong.

His eyes had rolled back in his head,
leaving narrow slits of white around the
lower rims. The effect was weird—a
sequence of behaviours that set his whole
body in motion, culminating in a sound
that was half shout, half cough... He drew
back from her then, clamping his fingers
around her jaw so that she was forced to
look at him.”

The Man Who Mistook his Wife
for a Hat by Oliver Sacks2

Oliver Sacks is a neurologist
with a special interest in
Tourette’s syndrome. He is
famed for his anecdotal
anthologies about patients he
has seen and presents amazing neurolog-
ical disorders in an entertaining and
interesting way, accessible to lay readers.
This story is about a brilliant guitarist
who has had trouble holding down a job,
due to his condition.

“Having Tourette’s syndrome is wild,
like being drunk all the while. Being on
Haldol is dull, makes one square and
sober, and neither state is really free...”

Anne Heche played
a character with
Tourette’s
syndrome in Ally
McBeal
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The Shape of Snakes by
Minette Walters :
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Motherless Brooklyn by Jonathon
Letham 0
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