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The parasomnias are a subcategory of sleep-wake disorders that involve abnormal perceptions, behaviors, 
movements, and dreams.  Although they do not receive as much attention as insomnia or other better-known 
sleep disorders, a growing body of evidence indicates that they are more common than many people believe 
and can be associated with clinically significant consequences.   
 
This talk specifically focuses on two of the more dramatic parasomnias: isolated sleep paralysis and exploding 
head syndrome. Along with being clinically meaningful, these disorders may also be a good, scientific 
explanation for otherwise anomalous beliefs (e.g., alien abductions; demonic visitations; certain conspiracy 
theories).  After first describing how they manifest in patients, each disorder will be placed in historical and 
cultural contexts.  In particular, isolated sleep paralysis has had an important influence on a number of different 
time periods and cultures.  Next, data on the prevalence rates, etiology, and associated features of these 
disorders will be presented.  Finally, although no large-scale clinical trials have yet been conducted, the 
methods currently available for assessment and treatment will be summarized. 
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