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Book Reviews

“A Mesmerizing Book”

HYPNOSIS IN THE RELIEF OF PAIN
Ernest R. Hilgard and Josephine R. Hilgard
Brunner/Mazel, Inc., New York
1994, paperback, $28.95, 294 pgs.

Daniel A. Monti, M.D.

Fascination with the effects of words and ideas upon our physical well-being
dates back to ancient times. As early as 1,500 B.C., there are records that describe the
practice of magical incantation and ritual that evidently evoked healing by facilitat-
ing the experience of altered states, belief, and expectancy. Such practices were
continued through the middle ages, when the “healing touch” was used to evoke
cure. Even the early “physicians,” such as Albert Magnus, Paracelsus, and Robert
Fludd, used incantations, faith, and magical belief systems to facilitate healing.
About two centuries ago, there was a resurgence of the public’s captivation with
hypnotic-like behaviour when an Austrian physician, Franz Anton Mesmer (1734-
1815), introduced a form of hypnosis called animal magnetism. Mesmer made such an
impact that his technique came to be known as mesmerism, a word which is still
sometimes used as a synonym for hypnosis. The cultivation of hypnosis since that
time is a story of miraculous anecdotes, political upheavals, and various attempts at
scientific inquiry. Hypnosis remains ever present in clinical practice. While there is
considerable debate over which disorders are appropriately treated with hypnosis,
most clinicians agree that at least some people benefit from its use in pain manage-
ment.

In Hypnosis In The Relief of Pain, Ernest and Josephine Hilgard attempt to
examine hypnosis objectively and to specifically address its use in conditions of pain.
The book was originally published in 1975, and then again in 1983 with the addition of
a new foreward and a final chapter on recent developments. The current edition is a
reprint of the 1983 version, with the mere addition of a new foreward.

The book begins with a brief historical overview. There is then a discussion of
hypnotic responsiveness, and the Stanford Hypnotic Susceptibility scale is intro-
duced. This tool was developed by the authors to evaluate certain concepts scientifi-
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cally. For example, it has been shown that hypnotic responsiveness can to some
degree be trained, although improvement is proportional to baseline responsiveness.
Hence, those who are highly responsive to begin with will benefit most from further
training. Baseline susceptibity does not seem to be correlated with a particular
personality type. Rather, there is a relationship between hypnotic susceptibility and
right brain hemispheric preference; as well as greater proportion of EEG-alpha time
spent in the resting waking state.

The concept of pain itself is discussed, as well as distinguishing pain from
suffering and mental anguish. There is also a brief overview of the gate control theory
of pain. Unfortunately, this entire section is somewhat disappointing, as it has not
been updated since the original publication two decades ago. This is unfortunate
given the wealth of literature and theoretical constructs since developed. This
shortcoming is forgivable, as the remainder of the book is dedicated to the use of
hypnosis in pain management, and contains information that continues to be highly
pertinent.

A good predictor of hypnotic analgesia is initial susceptibility. High responders
are able to achieve a state of analgesia, even though physiological indicators of pain,
such as heart rate and blood pressure, remain unaffected. Also, the analgesia is not
due to relaxation, but rather to specific suggestions for pain reduction. Anxiety
reduction can occur with hypnosis, but that more affects pain tolerance, much like a
sedative does.

Hypnotic pain reduction procedures are applicable to many types of situations:
when the pain is short and episodic, as in most dental procedures; when it is longer
but with known termination, as in the labor of childbirth and surgery; or even when it
is protracted over days or weeks, as in cancer or burns. For example, the method of
glove anesthesia, with the transfer of the insensitivity to another area, can be used in
all of these cases. Similarly, displacement of pain from one area to another and
conversion to a more acceptable symptom are widely used practices, as is removal
from the scene through fantasy.

This work by the Hilgards is a classic in the hypnosis literature. Its shortcomings
in dated material are redeemed by the intriguing concepts which it introduces, such
as the “hidden observer,” a profound phenomenom whose explanation remains
elusive today. The Hilgards’ Stanford Hypnosis Laboratory laid a distinct foundation
for understanding human consciousness, uniting scrupulous scientific investigation
with clinical techniques. The book is clearly written and well organized, and is
certainly a must read for those interested in hypnosis or pain management, subjects
which often receive too little attention from residency training programs. Keep in
mind, however, that this is not a “how to” book, rather it provides a theoretical
framework to a subject that is often seen as vague and mysterious.
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