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The Essence of Hypnosis

––––––––
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Shrouded in mystery, trapped in medieval fear, hypnosis has had a difficult time shedding the yoke that has blocked its progress through the centuries.  Often linked to the occult, New Age, mind control, even entertainment, its true nature and ability are left untapped by many who could benefit from it.  From the time its name emerged from the Greek word, hypnos, meaning sleep, hypnosis has been misunderstood.

To describe the phenomenon is a difficult task.  It is sometimes easier to begin with what it is not, than to say what it is.  There are many common images suggested by movies, television shows and fictional portrayals that must be put into perspective before hypnosis can be understood.

The most important fact is that hypnosis is not sleep.  This must be clearly understood.  The vision of a hypnotist waving his fingers or a pocket watch in front of a person who then succumbs to a deep sleep is wrong; even though it is a gimmick used by the entertainment media to assist in story plots or other misinformed images.  The image of a magic mesmerizer distorts the reality.

Hypnosis is not an unconscious state, nor is it a mind-controlled state.  It is, in fact, a natural ability we all have and we all use at least twice a day.

To better illustrate this, let’s use your imagination.  Picture a scale of 1 to 10.  One represents a person who is fully awake and aware; ten indicates total, deep sleep.  On this scale, the state of hypnosis would be in the area of the 3.  Surprised?  You might be.

You see we pass into this state on our way to sleep each night before we go to sleep and each morning as we awake.  It is a part of our normal everyday lives.

Just think for a moment the last time you awakened, but not fully.  Perhaps you pushed the alarm on “snooze control” to catch a few more minutes of sleep.  Think about it.  You were awake enough to be aware of what you were doing, but at the same time, you were still relaxed and drifted back to blissful slumber.  That is but one example of our daily, unconscious use of hypnosis.

Or, think about a time when you finished a filling lunch, then went into a classroom, or a meeting or some other function where a person was giving a lecture.  Think how you began to tune the speaker out and thought, instead, of what occurred at some other time – like what you did the weekend before, or where you went on vacation. Whatever.  The point is, you still heard the speaker while your mind took you to another place and time.

Is it becoming clearer?  Let’s try one more example.

Picture yourself sitting in front of a fireplace.  The heat of the fire makes you feel cozy and warm.  The flames are dancing around the logs and the only sound is that of the crackling wood.  As you sit and stare at the fire, your breathing becomes easy and you find your thoughts start to drift.  Your eyes still see the fire.  Your ears still hear the crackling of the wood.  You still feel the warmth but you are also wherever your mind has drifted.  You have now entered that stage 3 on the scale we discussed.  You are in a hypnotic state or some would call a daydream.

As you can see by now, each of us enters hypnosis at various times throughout the day.  It is nothing to fear because it is a part of us.

When someone goes to a hypnotist, they basically ask another person to assist them in reaching hypnosis.  We say “assist,” because all hypnosis is self-hypnosis.  The hypnotist has no power over you.  Again, this is an image cultivated by the entertainment world, or underscored by a hypnotist who wants to appear important.  The fact is, no one can make you go into the state of hypnosis.  We will explore this a little later, but it is important to know now.

The power of hypnosis is in suggestion.  While in the state of hypnosis, your subconscious mind is more open to acceptable suggestions.  These suggestions must be positive in nature and agreeable to the person receiving them.  In other words, no one can give you a suggestion to do something you would not normally be inclined to do anyway.

Once again, this is an entertainment fabrication.  People cannot be told to do something that will harm them or someone else.  Shows depicting characters who are hypnotized and told to jump off a building, to kill someone, to have sex with someone they do not like, are just plain wrong.  These suggestions are not acceptable and so the conscious mind will not allow them to be assimilated and acted upon.

Think of a ballpoint pen with a cap.  The cap is your conscious mind; the pen your subconscious.  When you are fully awake, your conscious mind is on and everything you experience must go through your conscious self to get to the subconscious.  Once in a state of hypnosis, the hypnotist gives the conscious mind something else to do; perhaps the hypnotist describes a walk on the beach or to the woods or even fly among the clouds, whatever may appeal to the person.  So while the conscious mind is focusing on the images being described, the subconscious mind opens up to acceptable suggestions.  So now, think of this image; take the cap off of the pen and set it next to the pen.  This is hypnosis.  The conscious mind (the cap) and the subconscious (pen) exist together as two entities or minds.

While the conscious mind is otherwise engaged, this is the point when the hypnotist offers suggestions to the subconscious mind or you may retrieve images from the past.

The suggestion must be positive and acceptable, or the conscious mind will snap back on, just as if you placed the cap back on the pen.  The conscious mind, hearing the suggestion, and finding it unacceptable, will close off the subconscious mind and you will come out of hypnosis.

This is your defense against suggestions that could cause you harm.  On the other hand, positive suggestions can assist you in many ways.  The power of suggestion is something that can enhance our performance in almost anything we undertake.

Let’s try illustrating the power of suggestion.  Ask a friend, relative or someone close to you to help with this exercise.  So each of you can see the effects, take turns playing the role of suggestion-giver.

The person receiving the suggestion should stand up and close his or her eyes.  This is done because to enhance the power of our imagination, the sense of sight must be shut off.  It is much more difficult to imagine something if our eyes are open than if they are closed.  So, to better demonstrate the power of suggestion, the eyes should be closed.

Next, tell the person receiving the suggestion to stand with their arms straight out and parallel to the ground.  The right palm should be turned up, toward the sky; the left down, toward the ground.

Once the suggestion-receiver is in this position, ask them to imagine everything you are about to say or describe to them.  Tell them to concentrate and close out everything but your voice.  Then, walk over to their left arm and explain to them that you are tying a string around their left wrist.  Go ahead and pretend that you are actually doing this.  Once you have tied the imaginary string, explain to them that at the other end of the string is a large balloon.  A large helium filled balloon.  The balloon can be any color they like but it is one strong enough to lift their arm skyward and their arm will begin to feel light.  Then let them know that you are letting go of the string and it has become taut and the pull from the balloon can be felt.  Explain that the balloon is pulling their arm up and up and their arm feels lighter and lighter.

Once you have completed that, step over to the right hand – the one with the facing upward.  Say to them that in this hand you are about to place a book, not just any book, but a very large book.  It’s the one the person has seen many times during their trips to the library or at school.  It’s the unabridged dictionary, the heavy one that sat on the swivel stand.  Explain how big, thick and heavy it is.  Then tell them you are now placing it in their hands and they will feel the full weight of all those pages.

Now step back and remind your subject that the balloon is tugging on their left arm, and it is getting higher and higher into the air pulling their arm along with it.  Then switch to the right arm where the book has been placed and remind them of the weight and how it is forcing their arm lower and lower because it is so heavy.

Now watch.  In all probability, you will see the arm with the “balloon” begin to rise and the “book” arm will begin to drop.  Once they have started to react to this tell them to hold their hands where they are and to open their eyes.  This is the power of suggestion.

Was anything placed in the hand or on the wrist?  No, of course not.  But you explained to the person the objects were there and, while they concentrated on those images, the body reacted as if you had really done those things.  This is suggestion – the key to unlocking the power of hypnosis.

Vincent Sheehan, an instructor in hypnosis at the Ohio Peace Officer’s Training Academy in London, Ohio, had a formula he used to define the phenomenon:

Motivation + Expectation + Imagination (squared) = Hypnosis

For hypnosis to work, you must have plenty of imagination, because it is imagination that takes the words of the hypnotist and turns them into images for us.  Try this exercise on yourself; say the words “pink elephant,” and try not to think of a pink elephant.  Difficult isn’t it?  There is no such thing as a pink elephant and yet, by mere words, your imagination can create one!

Even with this simple exercise, there is some expectation that something
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