The Social Trance:
Psychological
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Progress in History

JOE BERGHOLD

The phenomenon of hypnosis as a general model for authoritarian
social conditions offers a promising approach to address some questions
that are basic to psychohistory.

I mean questions like the following:

Why is it that our society is to a large extent unable to realize its poten-
tials for creativity, self-determination, and satisfaction of needs?

Why is it that the possibilities of social solidarity, generosity, dialogue,
and co-operation remain largely submerged and that social relations
throughout history have been more marked by domination, manipula-
tion, hierarchy, destructiveness, and exploitation? (All of which means
the sacrifice of lives and life interests for goals believed to be of higher
value than the pursuit of happiness.)

Why is human historical progress—which appears to be reachable fair-
ly easily in terms of the given material and mental resources—only real-
ized to a very limited degree, at the tragic expense of so many lives?

What is the nature of these obstacles to human progress?

Are there practicable ways of overcoming them?

The answers to such questions will have to be found in both the
material and psychological spheres of human history. That is, they have
their origin in both the conditions of economic survival—and in conflicts
and hostilities deriving from these—and in the psychological conditions
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of deeply-rooted irrational fears that prevent conscious awareness of our
real motivations and needs and that compel us to destructive ways of
acting out emotional conflicts.

From the necessarily unconscious character of these psychological
conditions follows the logical conclusion that their importance generally
tends to be denied or underestimated; for instance, through the displace-
ment or projection of our unconscious motivations onto demons, gods,
idols, leaders, enemies, etc.—and also particularly onto allegedly objec-
tive (economic) conditions of history.

Starting with such questions and considerations, the phenomenon of
hypnosis appears as a singularly significant object for the investigation
of those psychological conditions that impede historical progress (and in
our epoch even threaten our survival as a species). As opposed to other
typical forms of domination—which depend on different combinations
of physical coercion and some degree of acceptance by its victims—hyp-
nosis can depend on the psychological conditions of acceptance alone,
that is, on an internalization of submission alone. Hypnosis may
therefore be the essence, the deeper texture of the psychological compo-
nent of all forms of domination.

In this context, it is revealing how often one can find scattered remarks
and observations—once one watches out for them—that characterize the
psychological dimension of domination in society as hypnotic (or at least
as similar to hypnosis), be it in psychological, historical, political,
sociological, or literary works of very different orientations (as I will il-
lustrate later in this article). Which strongly suggests that a consistent
understanding of hypnosis should point the way to some answers to the
above-mentioned questions.

THE TRADITIONAL IMAGE OF HYPNOSIS

The familiar phenomenon of hypnosis appears as a form of uncanny
domination through mysterious means of influence. In the prevalent
traditional fantasy, which is also reflected in a long series of literary or
cinematographic works—in such figures as George duMaurier’s
Svengali, Thomas Mann’s Cipolla, Fritz Lang’s Dr. Mabuse, Janowitz
and Meyer’s Dr. Caligari, among others—a certain type of an all-
powerful magician can exert total control over the will, behavior, and
consciousness of his subjects, can cast a spell on them, and can make
them lose all of their free will, self-responsibility and critical abilities.

It seems useful to analyze this powerful popular fantasy as a
distorted—but nevertheless quite meaningful—reflection of
psychological reality.

Incidentally, the harsh rejection of the popular image by most modern
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hypnotherapists often inadvertently supports rather than refutes its par-
tial legitimacy. The manner in which so many expert hypnotists claim the
traditional popular view to be mistaken in fact re-enacts the classical
authoritarian hypnotic situation, where one side claims the status of be-
ing in possession of all the wisdom that the other side is supposed to ac-
cept fully and uncritically; for instance, when these experts describe
popular opinions as complete nonsense or as the product of sheer ig-
norance and of long outdated legends and superstitions, which should be
simply ‘“‘eradicated’’ or ‘‘bent’’ to accept the higher wisdom of the ex-
perts (who at the same time have to admit, however, that they don’t have
a satisfying theory of hypnosis).!

A major motive for the experts’ rejection of the popular image seems
to derive from the gradually increasing influence of ideals of personal
autonomy, partnership, and equality of human rights, especially in the
course of this century (even if more on the level of official, consciously
held values than in reality). If the old masters of hypnotism could social-
ly afford to claim uncritical submission from their subjects, modern hyp-
notists, on the other hand, are confronted with a considerable ‘‘image
problem’ due to ‘‘the continuing prevalence of Nineteenth Century
Svengali-like stereotypes.’’? The old Marquis Amand de Puységur could
claim that there could be no healing without the complete suppression of
independent will of the patient by the therapist;* Auguste Liébeault and
Hippolyte Bernheim of the famous School of Nancy could state that peo-
ple with ‘“docile brains,’” ‘‘subjects used to passive obedience’’—for in-
stance former soldiers—are more apt to receive hypnotic suggestions;*
and even the early Freud—before giving up the use of hypnosis in
therapy—could regret that it is impossible to achieve a state of ‘‘com-
plete hypnosis,’’ in which ‘‘the ideal of mental treatment,’’ namely that
“‘the idiosyncrasies of patients would [be] eliminated,’’ would be realiz-
ed.’ By contrast, when a very prominent French psychiatrist in the 20th
century, Henri Ey, is ready to justify the ‘‘transfer of the patient into a
state of slavery in relation to the master hypnotist,’’ if only this allegedly
serves therapeutic ends,® he predictably provokes harsh criticism against
himself, from even a rather conservative colleague like Henri Baruk, who
accuses him of an attitude of ‘‘psychological imperialism.’’’

If the experts’ rejection of the popular image of hypnosis has a strong
component of denial, the popular imagination in part is motivated by
defensive motivations, too. Such absolute hypnotic power, as the im-
agination has it, is obviously impossible—not just because the practice of
hypnosis typically shows how a seemingly automaton-like obedience of a
subject can suddenly disappear in front of a particular suggestion or
command, but more fundamentally because, in and of itself, it is absurd
to think that there could be any person or power in the world that would
have magically limitless possibilities in any respect or direction.® '
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This delusional aspect of absolute power in the popular fantasy
logically leads us to interpret it as the expression of unconscious wishes,
that is, wishes that such all-powerfulness should exist—so that via (un-
conscious) identification, it can be fantasized as one’s own. As Paul
Schilder and Otto Kauders wrote, the hypnotized person ‘‘projects his
desire onto the hypnotist and subsequently, by identification, attains
magic powers which he would not otherwise be permitted to ascribe to
himself.””® Incidentally, such wishes also seem to be the underlying
motivation of many delusional fantasies in the political sphere—fan-
tasies of all-powerful leaders; invincible regimes, armies, and nations;
perfectly organized manipulation and propaganda machines/political
apparatuses; or the possibility of total world domination by one power
or another.

The compelling irrational power of such wishes, and its foundations in
childhood experiences, appear as a major focus of investigation in the
hope of unveiling the ever-so-evasive character of hypnosis. As I will try
to show, I believe these foundations can be partly understood as a
traumatic obstruction of the childhood development towards mature and
consistent ‘‘boundaries between the ego and the outside world.’’

SOCIAL TRANCE

For an understanding of hypnosis as a psychological reality reaching
far beyond its explicit forms and applications, it is useful to consider
those scattered observations and reflections by many different authors
that point to a general social reality of hypnotic trance as unconscious
submission to authoritarian rules and figures. A few illustrative examples
should convey a good sense of this.

A particularly intriguing description is given by Ronald Laing in a
short chapter of his book The Politics of the Family, where he presents
the idea that in many, if not most, families every generation hypnotizes
the next from early infancy to carry out unconscious instructions and to
take subliminally attributed roles for a lifetime: ‘“When attributions have
the function of instructions or injunctions, this function may be denied,
giving rise to one type of mystification, akin to, or identical with, hyp-
notic suggestion. Hypnosis may be an experimental model of a naturally
occurring phenomenon in many families. In the family situation,
however, the hypnotists (the parents) are already hypnotized (by their
parents) and are carrying out their instructions, by bringing their
children up to bring their children up...in such a way, which includes not
realizing that one is carrying out instructions: since one instruction is not
to think that one is thus instructed. This state is easily induced under
hypnosis.’’!°

No wonder, then, that Laing asks, ‘‘How much of what we ordinarily
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feel, is what we have all been hypnotized to feel? How much of who we
are, is what we have been hypnotized to be?’’'' and concludes, ‘‘I con-
sider many adults (including myself) are or have been, more or less, in a
hypnotic trance, induced in early infancy: we remain in this state un-
til—when we dead awaken, as Ibsen makes one of his characters say—we
shall find that we have never lived,”’ having acted ‘‘parts in a play that
we have never read and never seen, whose plot we don’t know, whose ex-
istence we can glimpse, but whose beginning and end are beyond our pre-
sent imagination and conception.’’!?

The French philosopher Marie-Jean Guyau and the psychologist
Alfred Binet, as well as the sociologist Emile Durkheim, long before La-
ing’s perception of a permanent state of trance induced in childhood,
came to the opinion that what they called the ‘‘natural’’ mental state of
childhood was very similar to hypnosis, because children are largely
unable to resist any intrusion of will upon them. Durkheim viewed this
manipulability as so pervasive that in order to prevent children from
developing into mere ‘‘carbon copies’’ of their particular family or
educator, he could hardly think of any other option than ‘‘to ensure that
children are not trained exclusively under the influence of a single milieu
or, still worse, by a single and unique person,’’ as in such case a child
“must necessarily become a slavish copy of the one model placed con-
stantly before him.’’'* Morton Schatzman, who analyzed the methods of
the historically very influential German pedagogue Moritz Schreber, sees
a trance-like state in childhood not so much as a ‘‘natural’’ condition,
but rather as the traumatic effect of authoritarian—that is, basically ter-
roristic—influences used by parents and educators. The ‘‘wonderful rela-
tionship,’’ according to Schreber, ‘‘where the child is nearly always ruled
merely by parental eye movements, [with only] a glance, a word, [or] a
single threatening gesture,”” and in which the educator would thus
become ‘‘master of the child forever,”’ is, as Schatzman observes, ‘‘like
the relation between a hypnotist and a subject in his power: a child who
experiences a glance, a word, a gesture of the parent as a command
resembles a person in trance.’’'*

In a somewhat similar perspective, the East German writer Christa
Wolf describes hypnosis in a chapter of her self-reflective book about
childhood and adolescence in the Nazi era—as a general, vague, confus-
ing, but inescapable coercion to conformity, under the powerful irra-
tional premise that ‘‘one shouldn’t feel above doing what everybody else
does. Nobody has ever died of it yet.”’'* Thus, for instance, it is indicated
in various details how “hypnosis was practiced at Nelly’s
confirmation,”’'¢ as the girl was induced to submit to this ritual against
her conviction and in the blatant absence of any sensible argument in its
favor. Such a view of conformism as basically hypnotic is also expressed
in comparable ways by Doris Lessing in various passages of her
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Bildungsroman The Four-Gated City.'” At one point, the protagonist of
the novel has a revealing memory of herself ‘‘as a tiny child, looking at
grown-up people,”’ before the time she would, like everybody else, get
trapped, ‘‘poisoned and hypnotized”’ into forgetting and into un-
conscious, frightened conformity. She had watched ‘‘and judged these
[grown-up] giants as cowards and liars, engaged—incredibly—in mean-
ingless activities and rituals of dressing and undressing and eating and
talking, and their fear of each other, their wariness, was so great that two
of them could not meet without going stiffly on guard and stretching
their mouths and making movements which said: I won’t hurt you if you
won’t hurt me; look, I’m so nice and kind, don’t hurt me. Martha had
seen all this, understood it, had even said to herself in an anguish of fear
that she would be swallowed up: Don’t let yourself be sucked in,
remember, remember, remember—but she had not remembered, she had
been sucked in, she had become a liar and a coward like the rest.’’'®

Especially in his classical study on authority and the family, Erich
Fromm describes the psychological attitudes that underlie obedience and
hierarchy in society as a quasi-hypnotic reduction of the functions of the
ego: ‘‘the relationship of the doctor to the patient, of the officer to the
soldier, of the clever salesperson to the client, of the famous personality
to the average person of the masses are familiar examples. The socially
most important case of relationships between persons similar to hypnosis
is the relation to authority in general. Like the hypnotist, the authority
impresses those subject to it as so mighty and powerful that, on the one
hand, it is hopeless to use their own ego against it, and that, on the other
hand, this is superfluous, because the authority takes over the task of the
protection and the preservation of the individual, for the realization of
which the ego has developed.”’'® In this sense, Fromm also sees the
prevailing forms of political and commercial propaganda as based on
“hypnoid methods [that] are a serious danger to mental and
psychological health, specifically to clear and critical thinking and emo-
tional independence. ... This assault on reason and the sense of reality
pursues the individual everywhere and daily at any time: during many
hours of watching television, or when driving on a highway, or in the
political propaganda of candidates, and so on. The particular effect of
these suggestive methods is that they create an atmosphere of being half-
awake, of believing and not believing, of losing one’s sense of reality.”’*°
Interestingly enough, hypnotherapeutic authors often agree with the
characterization of many types of political and commercial propaganda
as hypnotic or hypnoid, though obviously in somewhat less critical terms
than Fromm.?'

Freud’s classical analysis of group formation (via the goal-inhibition
of libidinal drives and the replacement of the own ego-ideal/super-ego by
an introjected leader or by guiding values) claims a psychodynamic
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identity of hypnosis with every kind of group formations—which implies
that the hypnotic relation may be called ‘‘a group formation with two
members. Hypnosis is not a good object for comparison with a group
formation, because it is truer to say that it is identical with it.’’??

Authors like Fromm or Theodor Adorno have criticized Freud’s
analysis of group formation as too generalized; the characterization of
“socialized hypnosis’’ should, according to this criticism, be limited to
“only”’ those types of group formation whose goals are objectively irra-
tional to their members (that is, directed, to varying degrees, against
their real interests).>* Which actually might not be very much of a limita-
tion, given the course of history up to now.

Lloyd deMause locates the hypnotic character of ‘‘charismatic”
leaders, largely in keeping with Freud’s understanding of group forma-
tions; among other things, he finds it in their consistent, subliminal use
of common trance-inducing techniques in their speeches, in particular by
“embedding a string of emotion-laden words which have a hidden
message of their own within a seemingly bland and often boring main
narrative’’ through which they are able to “‘[implant] post-hypnotic sug-
gestions into their audiences.’’** Jerrold Atlas, who has also investigated
the hypnotic influence of charismatic leaders, focuses particularly on
shared childhood experiences of punishment that make historic groups
susceptible to follow political leaders who ‘‘seize control of their nations
and masterfully manipulate the masses.”’?*

For a recent, topical example of this trance-induction by leaders
through scattered emotion-laden words with a separate hidden meaning,
deMause analyzes George Bush’s address to the U.N. General Assembly
on October 1, 1990, aimed at gaining international support for his
militarist policy in the Gulf crisis. ?¢ Under the surface of general declara-
tions in favor of a world order of democracy and peaceful partnership of
nations, a closer look at those words in his speech that have a strong
emotional impact suggests a different picture: there is a particularly
strong presence of the word ‘‘war”’ and of words that graphically express
its horror. Based on his broader ongoing analysis of shared unconscious
fantasies in American political life, deMause interprets ‘‘war ... children
... suffer ... joy ... reborn ... peaceful’’ as the most significant words for
conveying Bush’s subliminal message of intended war, in which the suf-
fering (sacrifice) of children is fantasized as leading to the joyful ex-
perience of being reborn into a peaceful state of mind—obviously an ap-
peal to inclinations ‘‘that are split off and denied because they are so
repugnant to our moral sense.’’?’

DeMause’s geneal explanations of the psychodynamics that occur
when nations are being drawn towards war can in fact be viewed as an
important elaboration of Freud’s concept of the identity of hypnosis and
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group formation. Threatened traditional defense mechanisms and un-
conscious guilt feelings because of an advancement of freedoms and
satisfactions play a major role in this context: ‘‘As nations build up
overloads of personal anxieties about too much change, they literally
sink into a trance and hand over to charismatic (that is, hypnotic) leaders
all their guilt and expect these leaders to do something about things!
Wars ‘do something about’ guilt by providing an external sacrifice.’’?*
““In a group-trance, action becomes irresistible in order to carry out delu-
sional motives. ... Because the enemy ... serves as the repository of pro-
jections ... the impulse to action implies the need to wipe out the carriers
of these projected feelings.”’*® ‘‘As nations sink into regressive war
trances, enemies proliferate in direct proportion to the growing un-
conscious anxieties of the majority which had been brought up to feel
guilty about its wishes.’’?°

Long before deMause, Leo Tolstoy—in one of his major appeals
against war and militarism—declared that ‘‘to awaken from the hypnosis
of patriotism’’ is the only means to overcome the social system of hierar-
chy, violence, and exploitation, which regularly discharges itself in wars.
“You must understand,”” Tolstoy urged the people, “‘that the evil from
which you suffer you are causing yourselves, in that you submit to those
suggestions by means of which you are deceived by the emperors, kings,
members of parliaments, rulers, military men, capitalists, clergy,
authors, artists—by all those who need this deception of patriotism in
order to be able to live by your labours.”’*' ““The masses are so hypno-
tized,”’ he wrote in a comment on assassinations of heads of states,
“that, though they see what is continually going on around them, they
do not understand what it means’’—as, in particular, they don’t unders-
tand the meaning of military parades, maneuvers and drills as being aim-
ed at “‘stupefying ... men in order to convert them into instruments for
murdering.’’?* Arguing thus that kings are far worse murderers than
anarchists who murder them, Tolstoy above all called for people to
disobey their kings’ orders to go to war and murder. ‘If men do not yet
act in this manner, it is only because Governments, to maintain
themselves, diligently exercise a hypnotic influence upon the people.
Therefore we can help to prevent people killing Kings and each other, not
by murder—murders only strengthen this hypnotic state—but by arous-
ing men from the delusion in which they are held.’’** Perhaps inspired by
Tolstoy, Leon Trotsky once chose the expression of breaking through
‘““the habit of submission, the hypnosis of class domination,” to
characterize the essential step in any real political change.**

George Orwell’s world of 1984, in which war has become a continuous
institution, is certainly full of hypnotic features, which are sometimes
also explicitly portayed as such—as, for instance, when the mental pro-
cesses of ‘‘doublethink,’’ with its elaborate denials and simultaneously
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held contradictory beliefs, are described by their necessary condition
‘‘consciously to induce unconsciousness, and then, once again, to
become unconscious of the act of hypnosis you had just performed’’*s;
or when the sexual repression by the totalitarian regime is shown to
render women frigid—their bodies ‘‘frozen forever by the hypnotic
power of the Party.’’3¢

To round off this selection with two examples of another global view
on hypnosis, one might consider some intriguing observations made by
George Kennan in his speech ‘‘A Proposal for International Disarma-
ment’’ at the occasion of being awarded the Albert Einstein Peace Price
in 1981: the psychological quality of the race for nuclear arms build-up,
he remarked, is like a generalized hypnosis, when in spite of all warning
voices and the widespread recognition of their well-foundedness, ‘‘we
have gone on piling weapon upon weapon, missile upon missile ...
helplessly, almost involuntarily: like the victims of some sort of hyp-
notism, like men in a dream ... [reaching] levels of redundancy of such
grotesque dimensions as to defy rational understanding.’’?” To which the
French expert of international law, Olivier Russbach, adds the comment
that already the practice of nuclear threat as such, by which states com-
mit acts that their own laws declare as dangerously criminal if pursued by
their citizens, has the effect of a hypnosis of global scope—through its
blatant arrogance of power as well as through the helplessness towards a
danger beyond imagination it involves.??

It is characteristic that most observations of such social hypnosis use
the word ‘‘hypnosis’’ as if it were clearly defined and understood, that is,
without any attempt to define or explain it. It often appears like a sudden
emergence of a subliminal knowledge that afterwards resubmerges again.

This actually seems to correspond to a very paradoxical quality of the
term hypnosis. On the one hand, it has an intense emotional significant
—with its uncanny, scary, as well as fascinating aspects—which suggests
that unconciously we know quite well what it means. On the other hand,
it has a very blurred intellectual or theoretical meaning; there is no
generally agreed-upon definition of hypnosis, and there are only scat-
tered elements of theory, nothing like an overall consistent explanation.
This indicates that there are commonly shared, strong resistances in our
culture against a conscious understanding of hypnosis and of what it
stands for. ‘“Let us recall,”’ Freud wrote, ‘‘that hypnosis has something
positively uncanny about it; but the characteristic of uncanniness sug-
gests something old and familiar that has undergone repression.’’*

EXPLICIT HYPNOSIS AS COMPARED TO SOCIAL HYPNOSIS

Whatever the real unconscious foundations and characteristics of
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hypnosis should be, the phenomenon of social hypnosis outlined (or
sensed) by so many different authors appears to be a much more serious
and far-reaching phenomenon than hypnosis in the usually explicit sense
(that is, in its applications as psychotherapy, experimental and training
methods, show performances, and the like).

Explicit hypnosis is:

(1) obviously to a lesser degree unconscious, and thus to a relatively
lesser degree fixated in a repressed psychological state (‘‘power is most
powerful where it operates invisibly, unrecognized, unconsciously’’*°);

(2) more theatrical—as Freud noted, ‘‘some knowledge may be retained
that what is happening is only a game, an untrue reproduction of another
situation of far more importance to life.”’*' This indicates a somewhat
greater leeway for handling psychological conflicts—what one is able to
perform theatrically is relatively more flexible and more open to awareness
and change (although the theatrical character certainly also includes the
defensive aspect of covering up the seriousness of a situation);

(3) less far-reaching as far as hypnotic obedience is concerned. For a
significant example, the hypnotic order to kill is, probably always, ‘‘on-
ly”’ carried out in a fictional way under explicit hypnosis (as is shown by
many classical experiments with ‘‘murders’’ upon hypnotic command
that were carried out with play-guns), whereas it becomes bloody reality
under the effects of a patriotic war-trance;

(4) and, perhaps most importantly, to some extent explicit hypnosis
has a character of a temporary state (although the phenomenon of un-
conscious obedience to post-hypnotic orders, for instance, also indicates
that the psychological frame of explicit hypnosis is not just temporary,
but continues to be effective afterwards—that is, is embedded in a con-
tinous condition). Any femporary regression, at any rate, includes a
quality of “‘regression in the service of the ego,”’ the concept of which
has been developed by Margaret Brenman and Merton Gill.*? It decreases
the pressure of regressive urges—through its relative satisfaction—and
thus makes some energies available to cope with reality. This, by the
way, might well account for the evidence of some therapeutic effects of
hypnosis (which, however, on the whole are very unreliable).

This distinction and comparison between the explicit and a ‘‘hidden”’
social hypnosis allows one to strike a highly paradoxical hypothesis:
embedded in the general context of a deeper and more oppressive social
trance, the explicit trance may have the character (or aspects) of a
relative emergence from it. What manifestly looks like a ‘‘sinking into’’ a
loss of autonomy, may really have features of a relative—if only timid
and very limited—*‘coming-out’’ from deeper alienation. (This may ac-
count for the observation that severely pathological personalities are
usually not hypnotically susceptible,** as well as, again, for the
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occasional, however unstable, effects of hypnosis in psychotherapy.)

The distinction between explicit and hidden trance may also gain more
substance in the light of an analogous distinction made by Robert Fliess
between the hypnosis of the adult and the hypnosis of the child,** par-
ticularly if one incorporates the assumption that the latter induces a per-
manent hypnotic condition. As Fliess explains, hypnosis in childhood is
the inadvertent traumatic effect of sexual and/or aggressive abuse by a
parent (or educating adult): ““It is the overstimulation inflicted by him on
his victim in the course of the exploitation that sooner or later makes the
latter hypnotic.””** As the child lacks the “‘critical institution’’ of the
superego, ‘‘whose demands he could oppose to the hypnotist’s, he has ...
no alternative but to yield.”’*¢ By contrast, in the adult’s hypnosis the
hypnotist’s influence on the subject is, in Fliess’ terms, ‘‘restricted by the
power of the superego over the ego; he can only work within the confines
set by this power.”’*’

If the (explicit) hypnosis of the adult thus has a considerably smaller
impact, it is on the other hand founded upon a person’s childhood hyp-
nosis (which implies that the latter is still a—hidden—psychological reali-
ty in adult life). It appears to enable the adult ¢“‘to re-experience the hyp-
nosis inflicted upon him in childhood,” while at the same time ‘‘evading
both memory and repetition of the experience;”’** it is motivated by ‘‘an
urge for re-enactment’’ of the repressed childhood hypnosis, as well as
by the overwhelming fear of ‘‘the arousal accompanying that urge’’*’
that a conscious recollection would bring about. From this one can con-
clude that adult (explicit) hypnosis has the double character, on the one
hand, of a (very limited, largely unsuccessful) working-through of the
childhood hypnosis, and, on the other hand, of a defensive evasion
(dissociation) from it that is essential to its continuing effect.

Perhaps part of Fliess’ disagreement with Freud’s identification of
group formation with hypnosis can be resolved if, as Fliess himself in-
dicates,® one refers this identification to the hypnosis of the
child—which obviously implies that this is then to be understood as a
more or less permanent trance induced through common childhood ex-
periences of social groups.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF BOUNDARIES BETWEEN THE EGO
AND THE OUTSIDE WORLD

In order to investigate the psychological foundations of (explicit as
well as social) hypnosis, I now want to pursue the above-mentioned ap-
proach of analyzing the unconscious wishes of omnipotence underlying
the popular fantasy, while tracing a link between these and the hyp-
nogenic childhood traumatisms indicated by Fliess, among others.

As Sandor Ferenczi first showed in his pioneering study entitled
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“‘Stages in the Development of the Sense of Reality,”’ the feeling of om-
nipotence is really a characteristic feature of the earliest stages of every
individual’s life, starting in the womb.*' It is determined by complete
helplessness and at the same time by the experience of being provided
automatically, without any effort of one’s own, with whatever one
needs: ‘‘For what is omnipotence? The feeling that one has all that one
wants, and that one has nothing left to wish for. The foetus, however,
could maintain this of itself, for it always has what is necessary for the
satisfaction of its instincts, and so has nothing to wish for; it is without
wants.’’*? The development of a child towards a mature sense of reality
proceeds through numerous successive stages of partial relinquishments
of this original feeling, until finally (or ideally) ‘‘the feeling of om-
nipotence gives way to the full appreciation of the force of cir-
cumstances. ... The previous omnipotence ... dissolves into mere ‘condi-
tions.’’s* Before reaching this point, the later stages of this development
are characterized by a seemingly complete renunciation of the illusion of
omnipotence for the own person—while still upholding it for one’s
idealized parental figures, with whom one identifies, and thereby is still
able, indirectly, to save the illusion even for oneself. The eventual
achievement of a consistent sense of reality is therefore based upon ‘‘the
complete psychical detachment from the parents.”’** An essential condi-
tion for this development to succeed is the reliable presence of adults that
offer enough care, affection, patience, dialogue, and respect for a child’s
autonomy so that the gradual acceptance of reality (as being fundamen-
tally separate from one’s wishes) can be ‘‘negotiated’’ in a viable, gentle-
enough manner. It is only with the slow overcoming of the real biological
and psychological helplessness that illusions of omnipotence can
gradually be given up.

This development towards a mature sense of reality—as well as the
closely related developments towards mature object relations and mature
sexuality—can be understood and summarized in a meaningful way as a
progress from non-existing through blurred to consistent ego-
boundaries, that is, boundaries between the ego and the outside world.
As Lawrence Kubie and Sydney Margolin (who based their theory of
hypnosis on a concept of development of ego-boundaries) wrote: ““In
this process, parental figures are at first the only avenue of communica-
tion with the world and are therefore an integral part of the infant Ego
because of the lack of clearly defined Ego boundaries.”’*’

[ perceive the psychological progression from non-existing towards
clearly defined ego-boundaries through the folllowing perspectives:

(1) The original feelings of omnipotence are characterized by the total
absence of ego-boundaries (and at the same time, of course, of any ego),
inasmuch as they imply the complete non-recognition of an outside
world with its own laws that differ from—and oppose obstacles to—
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one’s inner world of wishes and needs: whereas the gradual emergence of
the sense of reality is characterized by the increasingly clear recognition
of the fundamental ‘‘dividing line’’ between wishes and outside reality
(or, in other words, by the gradual overcoming of magical thinking,
which is based on the confusion between wishes and outside reality).

(2) The original state of primary narcissism is characterized by the
“‘subjective non-existence’’ of outside objects (persons) and thus, again,
by the feeling of identity—oneness—of oneself and the world. In the
state of secondary narcissism developing out of it, the blurred ego-
boundaries express themselves in the fact that the existence of other per-
sons (parents, etc.) is gradually recognized, but only in a relationship in
which they are experienced as ‘‘extensions of oneself’’ (‘“The child wants
to get something from the object without returning anything. The object
is as yet no personality, but an instrument for providing satisfaction’’*¢);
whereas in the development towards mature object relations the clearer
ego-boundaries manifest themselves in the increasing recognition of
other persons as having their own needs and an existence in their own
right.

(3) In the same sense, the development towards a mature genital sex-
uality can also be understood in terms of this recognition, as it goes along
with mature love of another person—which implies that ‘‘consideration
of the object goes so far that one’s own satisfaction is impossible without
satisfying the object, t0o.”’%” In addition, the consistency and secure
sense of ego-boundaries is also a precondition for allowing them to
dissolve temporarily, for the time of genital arousal and ecstasy.**

As is the case with psychological (‘‘forward’’) development, regression
—a movement in the opposite direction, as it were—can likewise be
understood in terms of ego-boundary conditions, that is, as a (temporary
or permanent) relative dissolution or loss of these boundaries.

The ability to remporarily regress appears to rely to a great extent on
the relative clarity and security of ego-boundaries in general, so that the
periodical dissolution of the borders between inside and outside is not ex-
perienced as too anxiety-provoking. This can be exemplified particularly
with the above-mentioned case of mature genital intercourse and ectasy,
which involves a racial short-term dissolution of ego-boundaries, an in-
tense regressive experience of merging with a partner, and somehow with
the world as a whole: ‘“‘mature sexual satisfaction brings an experience of
undoing of individuation, of ‘flowing together,’ of ‘oceanic feelings.’”’**
It is thus probably the most successful type of ‘‘regression in the service
of the ego,” of achieving a viable balance between the conflicting
regressive and ‘‘progressive’’ needs of a person (that is, between the
urges of the instincts to return to the rule of the pure pleasure principle,
on the one hand, and the necessities and capacities of coping with reality,
on the other hand.)
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The less a person has been able to develop consistent ego-boundaries,
the less he/she is able to achieve such a balance. To the extent that the
regressive urges cannot be periodically quenched through temporary
satisfaction, they exert a continuous, undermining pressure against an
already insufficiently developed sense of reality, mature (reciprocal,
post-narcissistic) object relations and mature genital sexuality. On the
physiological level, this permanent regressive pressure can be particularly
seen under the aspect that ‘‘genital sexuality differs from pre-genital
tendencies in that it enables a physiological discharge in the sexual act,
whereas a corresponding physiological possibility is lacking for the pre-
genital tendencies. The level of tensions of genital sexuality is thus recur-
rently reduced, whereas the lack of a corresponding discharge that would
extinguish the tension gives the oral and anal impulses a never-decreasing
energy. Because of this, the pre-genital tendencies gain—from the mere
quantitative point of view—a strength that makes their defense by the ego
more difficult than the defense of the genital tendencies. This greater dif-
ficulty represents an inhibiting factor for the development of the ego.’’¢°

Consequently, such a condition (that is, of being ‘‘stuck’’ in a more or
less permanent regressive maelstrom) corresponds to powerful urges to
abdicate whatever limited consistency of ego-boundaries may have been
reached. This, in terms of its above-mentioned three dimensions,
signifies an addictive need for illusions of omnipotence, manifested by a
proneness for magical thinking (in many different guises), along with
narcissistically-restricted object relations and corresponding pre-genital
erotic orientations.

This general regressive disposition appears to be largely identical with
the permanent, unconscious condition of social trance, as well as with
the psychological basis of popular fantasies of hypnosis and of hypnotic
susceptibility. A consistent understanding of hypnosis would then seem
to require the uncovering of the reasons and effects of the obstruction
that prevents the developmental progress toward clear dividing lines bet-
ween the ego and the outside world.

THE OBSTRUCTION OF THE DEVELOPMENT
TOWARDS CONSISTENT EGO-BOUNDARIES THROUGH
CHILDHOOD TRAUMA

Owing in particular to investigations by Ferenczi and Fliess, the hyp-
notic condition of an obstructed development of ego-boundaries can be
understood as the result of overwhelming childhood experiences of sex-
ual and aggressive attacks, especially (or maybe exclusively) on the part
of parental figures—that is, of those persons that a child cannot feel
psychologically separated from or opposed to, since it is vitally depen-
dent on the feeling of being ‘‘one’’ (or merged) with them to feel secure
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and to maintain some degree of the original feeling of omnipotence.

In his most important paper on sexual child abuse, Ferenczi gives a
graphic and convincing description of the psychological implications of
sexual attack, when enormous fear paralyzes the spontaneous impulse to
resist: ‘““These children feel physically and morally helpless, their per-
sonalities are not sufficiently consolidated in order to be able to protest,
even if only in thought, for the overpowering force and authority of the
adult makes them dumb and can rob them of their senses. The same anx-
iety, however, if it reaches a certain maximum, compels them to subor-
dinate themselves like automata to the will of the aggressor, to divine
each one of his desires and to gratify these; completely oblivious of
themselves they identify themselves with the aggressor. Through the
identification, or let us say, introjection of the aggressor, he disappears
as part of the external reality, and becomes intra- instead of extra-
psychic; the intra-psychic is then subjected, in a dream-like state as is the
traumatic trance, to the primary process, i.e., according to the pleasure
principle it can be modified or changed by the use of positive or negative
hallucinations. In any case the attack as a rigid external reality ceases to
exist and in the traumatic trance the child succeeds in maintaining the
previous situation of tenderness.

“The most important change, produced in the mind of the child by the
anxiety-fear-ridden identification with the adult partner, is the introjec-
tion of the guilt feelings of the adult ... When the child recovers from
such an attack, he feels enormously confused, in fact, split—innocent
and culpable at the same time—and his confidence in the testimony of his
own senses is broken.’’¢!

This vivid elucidation of a child’s loss of personal boundaries in
traumatic trance clearly concurs with Fliess’ concept of childhood hyp-
nosis brought about by sexually or aggressively abusing adults, with its
characteristic effect of ‘‘hypnotic evasion,”’ of permanent dissociation
and splitting-off of the unbearable experiences and feelings. A confirma-
tion of this concept can also be seen in Josephine Hilgard’s findings®?—
also tested by Jerrold Atlas—according to which “‘the history of
childhood punishment ... is a central element in later hypnotizability. ...
the severity of punishment correlates directly with the degree of later
hypnotizability ... punishment creates dissociation to escape from the
harsh reality and illogicality of these actions.”’®® Hilgard mentions,
among other reasons that she considers for this ‘‘unexpected relation-
ship’” between childhood punishment and later hypnotizability: “‘Strict
discipline, which requires a child to toe the mark set by an adult code of
conduct, must appear to the child to be arbitrary, and he learns to con-
form in some cases because an authority insists upon it. This habitual
conformity may have something to do with the ready conformity in the
hypnotic situation, in which the subject does indeed place himself in the
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hands of an authority figure who also asks of him things that are ar-
bitrary.’’¢

Given the pervasive, if often denied, evidence of child assault—which
Ferenczi started to see towards the end of his life and which has since
been shown for human history in general, among many others, by Lloyd
deMause and Alice Miller—the traumatic obstruction of ego-boundaries
outlined by Ferenczi appears to be an almost universal pattern of
childhood experience in history up until now (although, of course, with
considerable variations as to the degree of its severity). All the more so, if
one takes into account the childhood condition of fundamental
vulnerability to trauma, as, for instance, child therapists Denis Donovan
and Deborah Mclntyre point out: ‘‘By virtue of the fact that infants,
toddlers and children are literally dependent upon the care and goodwill
of their caregivers for their very survival, the family itself can constitute
an inescapable temporophysical space. Consequently, even ‘mild’ abuse
within the family can constitute psychologically inescapable trauma
because there is no genuine real-world escape for the child. The child
cannot pick up and go, trade or change families, or divorce his
parents.’’¢’

Ferenczi’s description provides the basis for a rather coherent picture
of what, as a result of abuse, is involved in a child’s ‘“‘anxiety-ridden
identification and ... introjection of the menacing person or
aggressor’’*®: In the first place, there is the panic denial of many of its
own needs and feelings (which then have to be projected onto some
“‘diabolical part’’ of the outside world), along with panic acceptance as
one’s own of opposed, hostile demands from the outside—the panic
character of this denial and acceptance implying that subsequently they
cannot be critically reviewed, changed, or compared with other ex-
periences or demands. Thus, the various needs, impulses, feelings, or ex-
periences that originally tend to ‘‘grow together’’ to a coherent percep-
tion of the own person are kept dissociated, and it remains more or less
impossible for a person affected by such traumatisms to distinguish bet-
ween own and imposed demands, that is, to be clearly aware of who he
or she really is. This submersion of identity therefore corresponds to a
deep and lasting split of inner experience as much as it is a permanent
blurring of boundaries between the inside and the outside, between
oneself and parental figures.

Necessary results of such conditions are: pervasive—particularly un-
conscious—guilt feelings (the logical correlate of fearful denial of inner
reality), a deep sense of helplessness and confusion, as well as the ex-
pense of enormous amounts of energy to keep one’s denied feelings and
tendencies ‘‘at bay.’’ On these grounds, the unconscious motivation to
abdicate autonomy that underlies hypnotic behavior appears more
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understandable under several aspects: the regressive ‘‘gain’’ of illusions
of omnipotence through the narcissistic-identifying relationship to a hyp-
notist appeases the inner helplessness (even if it conserves it on a deeper
level); the loss of self-responsibility appeases guilt feelings and provides a
certain relief from having to use excessive energy against disowned feel-
ings and tendencies—since the submission of one’s behavior to a
“‘superior will’’ has several ‘‘advantages”’ in this context: in its aspect of
punishment, it appeases the (inevitable) tension between one’s genuine
impulses and the introjected ‘‘higher’’ demands; in its aspect of obe-
dience to imposed rules and outside commands, it can support (that is,
relieve) the inner energy expense for defenses against the disowned im-
pulses; and in its aspect of experiencing one’s own behavior as “‘ego-
alien,”’ as being directed by ‘‘other motives than one’s own,”’ it permits a
partial (disowned) realization of one’s own disowned tendencies (for ex-
ample, aggressive and pre-genital ones)—as one is allegedly ‘‘only
following orders’’ (of one kind or another).

Such hypnotic motivations to submit to a will considered superior to
oneself can certainly be located in the powerful political appeal of the
different authoritarian leaders, groups, nations, parties, ideas, values,
gods, religions, and so on, in history. This type of appeal offers an
idealized, magically powerful entity to merge with psychologically in
order to find an illusory solution to the inner desperation of confused
ego-boundaries, permanent guilt feelings, and a violently split mind.

Kubie and Margolin wrote that in the (explicit) hypnotic induction
“‘the subject recapitulates in a few moments or hours the most important
and complex psychological evolution of infancy,”” by which parental
figures—that initially are part of the infant ego—are subsequently ‘‘in
part dissociated from the infant and in part even more deeply buried (‘in-
corporated’) in the unconscious levels of the personality”’ and from there
delimit memories and contacts, dictate purposes and distribute inner
rewards and punishments.®” This type of ‘‘incorporation’ of parental
figures and demands (that is never available for conscious questioning)
obviously corresponds to the obstruction of clear ego-boundaries
through childhood trauma—which Kubie and Margolin failed to see,
probably because this ‘‘burial in the unconscious levels of the personali-
ty”’ seemed so normal (that is, universal) to them. Their other observa-
tion, however, was that at least fo some degree the parental figures even-
tually are separated (“‘dissociated’”) from the developing ego of a child;
this may indicate that the traumatic obstruction (usually?) does not com-
pletely prevent the progress towards relatively consistent boundaries bet-
ween the ego and the outside world. In other words, that to different
degrees, all of us are partially hypnotized, but that we are also, in part,
integrated personalities with somewhat clarified ego-boundaries.
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SOME TENTATIVE CONCLUSIONS

Without any claim to a comprehensive understanding (of course), I
hope that my attempt to conceive of the hypnotic trance as a general
social reality offers some features of a sensible psychological elucidation.

A general framework for a meaningful explanation of hypnosis—and
thus also for some meaningful answers to the questions at the beginning
of this article—is certainly provided by the probably universal history of
child assault and its pervasive traumatic effects. Historic progress
through the awakening from the social trance then has to be based on the
general dawning of consciousness about the hidden reality of child
abuse, on its increasing prevention, and ultimately (in deMause’s terms)
on the advancement of all psychoclasses into the helping mode of parent-
child relations.*®

From an understanding of hypnogenic trauma as obstruction of the
development towards consistent ego-boundaries, I would like to draw
some more specific conclusions regarding the psychological qualities of
historic progress and of its obstacles. If it is true that historically pro-
gressive policies appeal to our tendencies towards consistent boundaries
between the ego and the outside world, that is, to our sense of individual
integrity and identity; and if it is true that historically reactionary policies
appeal to our tendencies to (permanently) blur or dissolve our ego-
boundaries, that is, to the hypnotized part in ourselves; it would then ap-
pear that one can outline some essential traits that any activity aimed at
progressive, emancipatory goals has to be based on—as well as some
essential traits that, by definition, it cannot be based on.

In this view it cannot be based upon:

—in the first place, any appeal to magical thinking (that is, to un-
conscious or half-conscious wishes of omnipotence): any narcissistically-
idealizing fantasies of own leaders, groups, movements, nations, doc-
trines, values, etc. as somehow ‘‘perfect,’”’ “‘invincibly strong,’’ ‘‘com-
pletely in the right,”’ ‘‘the holder of the only light of truth in an otherwise
dark world,’’ “‘possessing infallible formulas for solving problems (for
example, at a stroke...),”’ and so on, or also as having any (perhaps
“mystic’’) wisdom essentially superior to one’s own ability to perceive,
judge or reason; likewise, any demonizing fantasies of omnipotence
about opposed social forces, leaders, groups, doctrines, and so on (for
instance, as somehow endowed with an unfaltering will and perfected
abilities to do harm); in addition, any denial of sad and discouraging
realities (in particular in connection with beliefs in any type of historical
providence)—the observation by the Italian writer Ignazio Silone that
every defeat ‘‘is always less discouraging than the most encouraging lie’’
reflects the deep perception in everybody that the magical thinking that
manifests itself in ‘‘optimism’> through denial in reality expresses
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desperate helplessness;

—any motivations that derive from guilt, or shame, as they conserve
the permanent hypnotic state of denial of one’s real needs and feelings,
and thus paralyze the potentials of confronting the real issues of life
(guilt—moral condemnation—is radically opposed to feelings of respon-
sibility or sadness about one’s own failures, as these are based on a ge-
nuine recognition of one’s needs and inner reality);

—any motivations to abdicate one’s responsibility for one’s own life—
decisions, value judgements, orientations, goals, commitments, aspired
roles in society, etc.—to whatever ‘‘higher entity’’ outside of oneself.

In contrast to this, major psychological features of historical progress
should appear in clearer contours: primarily through the renunciation to
illusions of omnipotence (which, by the way, does not imply the absence
of fantasies of omnipotence, as these are part of the wishful imagery of
any day or night dreaming, but the clear distinction between them and
reality)—the renunciation to beliefs in the existence of any magical
qualities of idealized (or demonized) leaders, groups, powers, social
plans or solutions. This implies a shift from a fixation on the ‘‘strength’’
or ““weakness,’’ ‘‘goodness’’ or ‘‘badness’’ of leaders, groups, doctrines,
etc., to an interest in understanding the roots of social issues and conflic-
ting; from the fixation on guilt and blame to an understanding of the
conflicting human needs that underlie social issues; from the fixation on
“receiving sense’’ for the personal life from whatever ‘‘higher entites’’
outside of oneself to the recognition ‘‘that there is no power transcending
[man] which can solve his problem for him. Man must accept the respon-
sibility for himself and the fact that only by using his own powers can he
give meaning to his life.’’** It is on the basis of a consistent sense of in-
dividual identity—which also includes the recognition of individual
separateness and solitude—that true solidarity, mature love, social
responsibility, and dialogue become possible. It is from the recognition
of the separate individual existence that one can build bridges of
reciprocal relations to others.

This article is based on my thesis (U. of Salzburg/Austria), three
papers for a recent peace research project, and my presentation at the
1990 Annual Convention of the IPA. I wish to thank Laurie Cohen and
Lloyd deMause for helpful editing suggestions.

Joe Berghold, PhD, is a psychologist and freelance translator.
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