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ETZEL CARDENA
“Just Floating on the Sky”. *
A Comparison of Hypnotic and Shamanic Phenomena.'

* Winner off the Ernest R. Hilgard Award for the Best Theoretical
paper on hypnosis published in 1996, bestowed by the Society for

Summary Clinical and Experimental Hypnosis (SCEH), 1997.

Despice the vastly different cultural contexts of hypnosis and shamanism, a comparison of the phenomenolo-
gy of the two is wammanted, The author proposes that the two tvpes of very hypnotizable individuals. one
exhibiting vivid imagery and the other showing diminished memory and control, corresponds roughly to
the classical distinction between soul journey and spiric possession. Other cognitive traits. developmental
histories and alternate experiences of hypnotic virruesos and shamans also suggest"many similarities. The
resemmblance between hypnotic and shamanic phenomenology strongly suggests a universal disposirion that
is independent of cujture. Western culture should acknawledge. respect and study the potentials and risks
of this ability.
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To compare such seemingly distinct phenomena as hypnosis and shamanism might strike the
reader as a bold if not outright foolish enterprise. After all. the domain of hypnosis has become
clearly contained within a Western scienafic/secular epistemology that cherishes certain forms
of empiricism (particularly the scientific method) while abhorring any vestige of meraphysics.
[n contrasi. the various strands of what is generally called shamanism emphasize other forms
of empiricism (particularly immediate experience) framed within a metaphysical system that as-
sumes the reality of spiritual forces and mechanisms.

Howevar different the 2thnoepistemologies underlying them. it is at the level of immediate
axperience that hypnosis and shamanism can be more 2asily compared. While it is the case that
conscious experience is porous to the influence of socioculwural and psvchological factors. this
influence is limited by the constraints imposed by the biological limitations and dispositions ol
the human nervous system and by universal environmental factors such as the proionged sociali-
zation required by the humun organism (o survive (TART 1973). Rather than considering cultural
and biological factors secarately. we should consider their interactions. [n contrast (o either of
the positions that consicer Diology as destiny” or as a completely cutural ereavon. a third po-
sition is thut A supstrate of human potentials and limitations inform the selestion of cuitural
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choices, and cuitural processes, in urm. reinforce particular manifestations and provide them
with specific interpretations. While cultural processes reinforce and selecr for specific human
potentials, cultural variations are in tum constrained by the structure and pracess of the nervous
System and by universal socialization experiences. With these considerations in mind, a pheno-
menological comparison of hypnosis and shamanism becomes a reasonable enterprise. particy-
larly because it is ar the level of immediate experience thar the cultural overiay is more trans-

immersed in our particular Cultural perspective, it is sasier 10 observe the influence of other cul-
tures on beliefs and experiences than to discern the effect of historical vicissitudes in our own
culture, For example, the last chapter of this book shows that the idiosyncratic history of Haijri
produced a synchretic religion, Vodou, that fosters among some devotees the experience of be-
ing possessed by African/ Catholic spirits, Usually less recognized is the fact thar hypnosis has
also had an idiosyneratic history that has shaped its practice and theory. Terms such as *hypno-
sis”, from the Greek god of sleep “hypnas”, or practices such as defining a context as hypnotic
or using a relaxation induction reflect particular historical developments. To name but a couple
of instances, our current terminology and practice of hypnosis reflect both the vanquishing of
the mesmeric passes and crisis model of Mesmer by the “somnambulist” model of his disciple
PUYSEGUR, and the original explanation by BRAID of hypnotic Phenomena as analogous 1o sleep
(see below), These particular techniques and terms are not more “scientific” per se than other
explanations or practices. To state that a sharnanic experience is a form of “hypnotic trance”
is logically equivalent 1o saying that a hypnoric eXperience is a form of “shamanic journeying™;

the terms of ours scientific discourse is not o explain anything ar af]. Labels, whether Western
or not, do not explain, explanations do.,

In the following sections [ will point to various similarities between hypnosis and shama-
nism, while aitempting not to reduce one to the other. I will concentrate on phenomenology,
but the interested reader may want to consult CARDENA (1987; 1988b) for a discussion of topics
not covered in the chapter such as induction procedures.

1. Shamanism and hypnosis: More than one type

Leaving aside unique individual variations, the literature on shamanism has typically posited
two major forms of alterations of consciousness associated with the role of the "lechnicians of
the sacred", to use ELIADE's (1964) felicirous phrase. The first one refers to a mostly imaginal
experience in which the person journeys to an alternate spiritual region. The second one is 3
mostly embodied experience in which a spiritual entity displaces the individual's personality
and acts on the “physical world”. The first 1vpe is whar has been called “soul journey™ ar “ma.
gical flight" and, according to ELIADE and others, the only one that should be called shamanism
proper. The second tvpe of experience has been variously called possession, mediumship or,
in its more recent incarnation, pun intended, channeling,

ROUGET (1985. p. 11) also made a distinction between two tvpes of alteration. The first one
he called “ecstasv”, defined by immobility, silence, solitude. no crisis, sensory deprivation, ra.
collection and vivid imagery (“hallucinations” in Nis terms). The second one. “trance”, is cha-
racterized by movement. noise. social vompany. a period of crisis, sensory overstimulation. am-
nesia and lack of vivid imagery. This distinction is of course very similar to that between magi-
cal flight and possession experiences. In his statistical analyses of magical religious practices
in 87 cultures throughout the globe. WINKELMAN (1902) slightly complicatad this distinetion
Sy positing three major tvpes of alterations of consciousness. In the first one. which hie called

Before comparing hypnosis and shamanism, a point of caution is mandatory. Because we are
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“vogic or mysueal traditon”, sfeep deprivation. austerines | auditory driving, fasting and social
isoiation demunate. The second. “shamanic”, radition is associated with sieep. unconsciousness.
soul flight and sometimes moter behaviors such as dancing, Finally, the third tvpe, “mediumi-
stic or pessession raditon”, is associated with amnesia. convulsions, the possession of the indi-
vidual’s personality by that of a spiritual being, and spontaneous onset. WINKELM AN, however,
caunans that these types cannot be considered to be absolutely distinct and LEWIS (1975) shows
as well that shamans in the same region may undergo both shamanic and mediumistic altera-
tions. Bur even if there is some overlap between these forms of experience, they cannot be con-
sidered just variations in intensity, but distinct modalities of experiencing with particular altera-
aons ol identity, imagerv, etc.

In the Wesien tradivon of hypnosis, mostly imaginal and mosdy embodied alterations of
consc:ousness have been manifested throughout history. As LAURENCE and PERRY (1988) point
sut "mesmensm”, the direcr XVTIth century predecessor of hypnosis, was an attempt (o inte
grate medical beliels and practices such as magnetic medicine and laying on of hands with a
seydar version of 2xeraism. Contrary' to typical contemporary hypnosis that emghasizes relaxa-
tton and visuaiizauon, Mesmer sought to produce through hand passes. music and a verv emo-
tonally Sharged atmosphere, 4 “enisis™ in fus patients, characienzad by convulsions and some
spontaneous resorts of amnesia. It has been speculated that these reports of amnesia. so infre-
quent nowadays. were the product of implicit or explicit suggestions and expeciations. Another
possipiiity worth considering 15 that amnesita may have a stronger association with conscious-
aess alteranions invoiving physical activity and an emotionally charged context than with relaxa-
tion. A rzcent siudy found that paysically active hvpnotic context produces 3 significant de-
Zrease in self-awareness as compared with quiescent hypnosis (see below), a finding that needs
10 be replicated.

Whereas mesmerism produced behaviors perhaps more closely related to spirit possession
‘han (0 the current practice of quiescent hypnosis. the association berween hypnosis and refaxa-
concan oe traced o Mesmer's discipie. the Marguis de Puységur. He, among others, de-empha-
sized cnsis and encouraged a physically passive tvpe ol practice along with a spurious analogy
21 hvpnotic phenomena to sleep (cf. LAWRENCE & PERRY 1988), But contrary to this belief,
avenote testing, benaviors and experience do not involve sleep-iike cortical activity and can
e wbile the person s phnsicaily active, for instance whiie pedaling a statonary bike
ducton ot 1 mosty imaginal experience can te found in “yutded visualizawon” and
anigles used by nvenosis oractitoness, There are also antecedents o this practice
e Hanan mistonan GiNZBLRG 11991 proposed that some of the manifestatons that came o

¢

soocwncormned s wucheran oo Renaissance Europe were the expression of a hidden shamani

raditon, He desericed the Liadian sect of the Benandanu. who genodically went into a aream-
N2 At ane 2ngated inomazinal battles against wiches in arder (0 preserve the crops of ihe
communies Thus, the Western irzdition containg 2vidence both for mostiy imaginal and mestiy

surzergar ype of aleratons,
A reiatzg Juesiton sy wnether Ine term shamanism snould 9e resiricted 10 a mosily imaginal
seunrourney 1 avpe ol 2xeenence, WaLsit (1990) agrees with (he argument of ELIADE
snamamsmon the strcd sense. has o be distinzwished from mediumshio and possession

‘ause oniy the former :meiies mastery of the spiritual or consciousness domains. Although
‘ this distinction is more apparent than reaf, While “magical tlight” experients
TLNLAN 4 C2ndn Conuni over e 2vents that transpire. that control is Dy nu means absciute:

3 sucdenny appenr. termifving sensanens oF dismemBberment may 2nsue.

VOTRIGCSy on shamanism or Enclsonion acoroaches setwithsiznd:ny,
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and training in attention deployment and control (NOLL 1985). Even then it is simplistic to as-
sume that the shaman is in complete control of the contents of his/her consciousness or spirits.

- Contrary to the received view on classical shamanism, spirit possession is generally assumed
to involve lack of control. Possession €XPerts seem o surrender themselves. to experience being
“mounted” by spiritual entities and ta lack control of their consciousness or spiritual realm.
However, traditional healers in Haiti, Bali, Tibet and other places, actually choose the time and

The usually accepted distinction of a controllable/ imaginal state versus an uncontrollable/em-
badied one, may actually reflect the fact that because we are not privy to the other's internal
life, we assume it to be more controlled and organized than the behaviors during spirit posses-
sion.

Rather than following the strictures of ELIADE and WALsH's terminology, I will consider
both mediumship and magical flight alterations in consciousness under the rubric of shamanism,
It should be borne in mind, however, that not only do they vary from each other but they also
represent a range of alterations. For example, amnesia is not always absolute or even present
in spirit possession but varies according to the person and the event (FRIEDSON 1994; FRIGERIO
1989). Although there are magico-religious practitioners that do not undergo alterations in con-
sciousness, I will follow WINKELMAN's (1992) suggestion to consider them “healers”, rather
than shamans or mediums proper.

If we accept both magical flight and possession experiences as belonging to a general defini-
tion of shamanism, the question arises as (o the origin of this variation. WINKELMAN (1992) has
presented evidence that magical flight and possession types of experience are significandly relat-
ed to the economi¢ and political status of a culre. How to interpret these results. however, is
far from obvious. That magical flight is characteristic of a hunting-gathering society whereas
possession occurs in sedentary and hierarchical cultures could mean at least two differen;
things: 1) that the particular status of a culture in some way “creates” or shapes a ritual altera-
tion of consciousness. 2) that the social and hierarchical nature of a culture selects for or evok-
es. rather than creates, a particular variation of anomalous consciousness. The first hypothesis
implies that the phenomenology of hypnosis or shamanism is purely arbitrary and depends on
the ideology and mythology of a culture. In this case. a particular account. secular or religious,

processes. which then interact with cultural varigbles, | will make the case that 2 comparison
of hypnotic and shamanic phenomenology supports the second coniention.

While we may not be able 19 fully answer this question from a historical or anthropological
perspective. a number of findings in the hypnosis field are germane. We should first dispe! the
frequent assumption thar if hypnosis is an altarnate stae of consciousness. it is a unitary state.
Contrary 1o this simple view, phenomenological inquiry shows that at least very hizhly hvpno-
Uzuble individuals have diffarent qualitarive allerations according to how “desply” they expe-
nence their hypnosis (e.2.. CARDEN A 198S: SHERMAN 1971: TART 19701, A similar consjdery-
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tion of levels of “trance” is'maintained by indigenous practitioners of Brazilian possession prac-
tices (FRIGERIO 1989).

Recent research in hypnosis has shown that there seems to be at least two types of very hyp-
notizable individuals (hypnotizability is a measure of an individual's responsivity to a standar-
dized set of suggestions following an induction procedure}. These two types parallel to an ex-
tent the shamanic alterations discussed above.

PEKALA (1991) used his own Phenomenology of Consciousness [nventory (PCI) and found
two distinet types of very highly hypnotizable individuals. The first one experiences a suong
sense of being in an allered state, little imagery and loss of control, self-awareness, rationality
and memory. In contrast. the second type reports considerable vivid imagery and only mild to
moderate losses in rationality and imagery.

Through in-depth interviews, BARRETT (1990) also encountered two types of very hypnotiz-
able individuals. “Fantasizers” have the ability to become easily hypnotized and very absorbed.
have always had a very vivid and realistic imaginal life, and typically do not report spontaneous
amnesia or early abuse. "Dissociaters” do not experience hypnosis or absorption so easily as
the first group. do not have very vivid imagery or fantasy life. report episodes of spontaneous
amnesia and greater rates of early abuse than the first group, and lose muscle tone easily during
hypnosis.

Finally, in a very different setting, MILLFR & K. BOWERS (1993) found that high hypnotiz-
able individuals can attenuate pain either through “dissociated control” or through the use of
imagery. BOWERS (1994) aiso reported that using imagery to induce analgesia was actually a
hindrance to some individuals while beneficial to others. E. HILGARD (1991) has also proposed
that some highly hypnotizable individuals use vivid imagery whereas others mostly exhibit men-
tal “blankness”.

In the three studies reviewed, the authors found that a group of hypnotic “virtuosos” re-
sponds to a hypnotic context with vivid imagery, whereas another group not only does not have
much imagery. but reports some of the characteristics of the possession siate, namely amnesia
and loss of control. These results are consistent with the cross-cultural literature reviewed that
2 mostly imaginal form of consciousness alteration is different from a state that is more closely
associated with amnesia and a sense of loss of control.

The hypnosis and shamanic literatures support the notion of at least two distinguishable
forms of consciousness alteration. Whether a specific culture favors 2 magical flight or a pos-
session type of practice depends on the cognitive style that the culture values, rather than on
an undifferentiated state that is shaped arbitrarily.

25 Shamanism and hypnosis: Not everyone is created equal

[n traditional societies, shamans are a distinct minority of people deemed to be gifted at master-
ing alterations of consciousness, and who typically undergo specialized training. In a similar
way, a very high ability to respond to hypnotic suggestions is only manifested in a small mino-
ritv of Wesiern individuais (HILGARD 1986). In this section | will focus on very highly hypno-
tizable individuals, or hypnotic “virtwosos™. As PEKALA (1991). among others. has pointed out,
when stucving hypnosis or other alierations of consciousness. one has to consider personal
traits. particular states and the secial context. In other words, only predisposed individuals such
as hypnotic virtuosos or shamanic practitioners will manifest particular experiences and teha-
viors in a parteular context.

When discussing 2 trait, it is not uncommon o cit2 an ind2x of heritability, that is. how

much of the variation in that trait is atrioutabiz o zenetic influences. There is no swdy in the




cultivation of imaginal and creative activities, including “imaginary companions”; the second

hypno:izability. Recently there has been growing evidence thar individuals reporting early rau-
ma are overrepresented among dissociative disorders. who also show high hypnotizabiliry (SPIE-
GEL & CARDENA 199]).

A recent evaluation by CARLSON & PUTNAM (1989) of J. HILGARD's mode| of tWo pathways
1o hypnotizability found support for it. These authors also proposed that the difference between
the two paths may be that individuals who develop high hy‘pnotizabi!izy following punishmen;
Or trauma are not as likely to controi the induction and deinduction of hypnotic-type events as
individuals whose development only included the fostering of imaginative abilities. Of course,
some individualg may be exposed 10 both imagery cultivation and €Xposure (o traumatic evenrs,
It is worth mentioning that €Xposure to traumatic evengs is not a sufficient condition t0 manifest
dissociative or hypnotic abiligjes. otherwise whole Populations in disaster areas would be high
dissociators and hypnotic virtuosos, A more likely explanation s that there is an interaction be-
Ween a propensity 1o dissociate and frequent and intense trauma. A recent study by EISEN and
collaborators (1994) found that individuals who reporied having been abused repeatedly manj-
fested higher hypnotizabiiizy than those claiming only an isolated instance of abuse or no abusa,

There is no equivalent database on the developmencal history of shamans, but there is none.
theless a cjose paralle| (g the finding of J, Hilgard thar hypnotic virtuosos frequently éngage in
dramatic and artistic activitjes, E:hnographies and life studies of shamans frequently mention
the imaginative and dramatic presentation of shamanic practices, both in magical flight and pos-
session type of practices (e.g.. CARDENA 1987; HALIFAX 1980: HITCHCOCK 1973-74). Classical
shamanic instruction nvolves the cultivarion of imagery (NotL 1985). and spirit possession can
be analyzed as 3 dramatic representation (METRAUX 1953), Conversely, a number of authgrs

The case for "traymaic™ antecedents in the deveiopment of a shaman is not as robust al-
though there are frequent references 10 personal “crises” preceding shamanic initiation, and 1o
the befief that shamang have become healers because they were able (0 hey| themseives (e.g,,
HaLiFax 1982), | is not elear, however, that these personal crises precede all shamanic inia-
tions or that thev are =quivalent 1o the 2arly traumas reported in the hypnosis and clinical litera-
tures. With redards 1o spirig Possession, there haye been studies linking it to chronic severe
SIress or trauma, particuiarty among women of the underprivilezed classes for, Booby 1989.
LEWIS 1973), There is no evidence, however, tha frauma or chronic distress are necessary or
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sufficient conditions for possession experiences, particularly among the traditional experts who
can control and organize these experiences. We should also be careful not to assume that di-
stressful or traumnatic events are necessarily negative or that dissociative abilities necessarily re-
present an effort to "escape” a terrible situation. Trauma has the potential to effect positive
transformations of the self (LIFTON 1993), and grief or sadness can bring about a deepening of
experience about the human condition (JAMISON 1993) and a greater sense of connectedness
with life (ABERBACH 1987).

The literature reviewed consistently Suggests that the cultivation of imaginal experiences and
a history of distress, in interaction with a biological disposition 10 alter consciousness, are two
main paths to the development of hvpnotic and shamanic abilities.

3. Phenomenological resemblance between deep hypnosis and shamanism

With respect to the imaginal shamanic experience, hypnosis researchers have documented signi-
ficant, although usually modest, correlations between hypnotizability and the related constructs
of absorption, imaginative involvement and fantasy proneness (KIRSCH & CouNcIL 1992). The
generally mild relationship between absorption and hypnotizability, however, is actually much
stronger when only high hypnotizable individuals are considered. suggesting that absorption is
an imporrant factor for high. but not low., hypnotizables (BALTHAZARD & Woopny 1992). The
constructs reviewed, absorption. imaginative involvement and fantasy proneness, all involve the
capacity 1o have realistic and intense “internal” experiences. By definirion. the “soul journey”
involves a compelling and vivid subjective experience. A difference, of course, is that the expe-
riences that the secular perspective interpret as internal and individual. shamanic traditions con-
sider interactions with an independently existing spiritual reality.

With respect to mediumship, the hypnotic literature also has some interesting parallels. A
group of highly hypnotizable individuals tend to report amnesia and lack of vivid imagination
(see above); there is a positive but modest correlation between dissociation and hypnotizability
(KIRSCH & COUNCIL 1992); and dissociative symptomatology is positively correlated with hyp-
notizability (SPIEGEL & CARDENA 1990), While this is not the place to consider the complexity
of the concept of dissociation. suffice it to say that ils measures include items dealing with
spontaneous amnesia and depersonalization (CARDENA 1994), The studies just mentioned thus
suggest that a subgroup of highly hypnotizable individuals may present with characteristics such
as amnesia and changes in identity similar to those found in possession!mediumship experien-
ces, Of course. in the case of a possession/medium expert, {he alteration in consciousness in-
volves a control and organization that is lacking among psychiatric patients.

The previous section reviewed psychological traits related to hypnosis. The following section
concentrates on studies of the specific contents of consciousness in hypnosis and shamanism.
The cross-cultural phenomenology of the “soul journey” experience is quite consistent. While
cultures and even practitioners within the same culture differ in forms of induction and the be-
lief svstem underlying shamanic experience, scholars have found a great similarity in the reports
obained from different cultures ( ELIADE 1964 HALIFAX 1980, 1982. HARNER 1982: WALSH
1990: WINKELMaN 1992). Following an induction to enter into another reality, or go into an
altered state if you prefer the Western lingo, a "soul journey” may involve some or all of the
following: 1) the expenence of the phenomenal self as flying (thus the term of "soul journey”
or “magical flight” and the faathers 50 commonly associated with Eurasian and other traditional
shamanic cultures), 2) the sensation of falling down through a tuane! or some other opening in
the earth (particularly if the journey is (o the “lower world™. 3) arrival to a different world
{upper or lower) or leve! of reality. that is experienced as ncaal” as consensual reality and where
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t
1991). The more recene work of PERAL A (1991b) has confirmed thag highly hypnotizable indivi-
duals in a hypnotic context report alterations in various systems of consciousness, although he
did not specifically study the conteng of those alterations,

TART (1970) devised a hypnotic procedure geared g provide information about the contents
of consciousness of hypnotic virtuosos during hypnotic state(s) of consciousness, while min.
mizing the effect of specific suggestions. In a study conducted some years ago, [ followed the
general outlines of this procedure. With g group of twelye hypnotic virtwosos without serious
psychological impairmen, [ used a neutra] induction that consisted in counting from 1-30 and
a request for Participants 1o 80 into as deep a state of hypnosis as they could. Whar constitutes
“very deep hypnosis” was Purposefully left undefined and EVery attlempt was made to minimize
indirect suggestions and 1o evaluate the role of €Xpectations, The participants were undergradu-

during a light |evel of hypnosis. the predominan: experience was of changes in the 2Xperience
of the body, including the sensation or body pars becoming increasingly larger or losing awara-

'ess of the lower limbs, The nitial alterations of the body image, followeg by the establishment
f an imagina| experience. are consisian with TaRT's (1975) Preposal or a general cognitive

Almost in EVery session there wag 3 mention of floating or flving sensations fe.g.. "I seam
be flying through the sky ", "just floating on (he sky but I'm much more free™ ), Vivid sansa.
ns of sinking , falling down le.g.. “just falling, kind of expecting (o ... hit bowom™) or zoinz
rough wnnels were also commonly reported.
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After the initial stage, ail participants experienced being a phenomenal self separate from
their physical bodies. These phenomenal bodies could nonetheless be associated with various
sensations (e.z.. “my body is being twisted”, “I feel pain in my joints ... as a skeleton”), Con-
versely, the process of coming out of hypnosis, which occurred sponraneously or was initiated
by the experients themseives, involved a regaining of awareness of usual body sensations. In
posi-session interviews, participants stated that they had intentionally used their attention 1o re-
tain and deepen their hypnotic state, a process that we can assume that shamans also engage
in.

During hypnosis, a focus on physical sensations was typicaily replaced by vivid imaginal re-
ports of journeys to unusual worlds (e.g., being in a dark world, encountering a limitless sea).
These experiences did not include rehearsals of previous everyday events or anticipation of rea-
listic interactions,

At deeper levels of hypnosis, participants reported synesthesia, hearing beautiful music and
seeing a plethora of colors (e.g., “I found my kaleidoscope”). In some cases, experients had
transcendental experiences such as being in a timeless/spaceless reaim (“there is not time and
space here, just being”). Even more striking were reports by every experient of seeing a very
bright light or, in some cases becoming one with it (e.g., “there’s a bright light. I'm in it”).
Such events involved intense positive emotions (e.g.. “all the good feelings”, “this is the best
place to be™). There were some reports of absolute blackness and mental quiet, enormous peace,
and a sense of being one with everything, At follow-ups immediately after completing the pro-
ject and at four months, every experient reported positive effects from the experiment. from
mild ones such as better concentration, to a sense of profound contact with the self, Other pro-
jects using the same method have also described transcendence and many of the phenomena
just reported (FELDMAN 1976; HILGARD 1986; SHERMAN 1971; TART 1970).

PETERS & PRICE-WILLIAMS (1983) remarked that shamanic “trance” serves as a threshold
for transcendent experience, which seems aiso to be the case for a number of hypnotic virruo-
sos. We should not expect that hypnosis eéxperiments are the only place where these experiences
can happen, so it is not surprising that some hypnotic virtuosos report spontaneous occurrences
of paranormal and mystical-type experiences (PEKALA, KUMAR & CUMMINGS 1992).

To evaluate the role of expectation, [ asked participants for their prediction of whar the
“deepest” hypnotic state would be like. These predictions were typically vague or sometimes
assumed a loss of control or memory that never happened.

Athough the three physical conditions during hypnosis were more similar than not, showing
that deep hypnotic experiences do not depend on relaxation, the few significant differences
found were consistent with the two types of shamanic experiences described before. As compar-
ed with effortful motor activity (i.e., pedaling a stationary bike), lying down was associated
with more changes in body image. particularly the sensation of detaching from the body. The
“soul journey™ experience is commonly associated with either immobility or with less intense
movements than those found in possession rituals. The other interesting result was that there
was significantly less awareness when a motor was doing the pedaling. an analog of the rhyth-
mic repetitive movements found in many possession rituals, than during quiescence,

Even devoid of the cultural frameworks of traditional societies, the experience of these hyp-
notic virwosos shares many similarities with that of classical shamans. In both, unawareness
of the physical body and a sense of floating or flying is present: in both. events in imaginal
worlds are preznant with vividness and meaning and may culminate in transcendent events.
Other similarities include a bright light. memory of the experience and a careful deployment
of atteation to “internal™ events. Lastly. in the physical condition that was most similar to the
physical rhythmic activity associated with spirit possession. there was the least self awareness
although no participant actually became amnestic,
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Most of these events are not exclusive to shamanism or hypnosis. but can be found in other
alterations of consciousness. An experience of a bright light is frequently reported in SO called
“near-death-experiences”, kaleidoscopic and tunnel imagery are reported during the hypnagoegic
state and hallucinogenic drug ingestion, and soO on.

All of thus evidence strongly suggests that the alterations in consciousness found in shama-
nism and deep hypnosis are likety the product of innate biological/cognitive dispositions rather
_than the mere byproduct of a particular culture.

4. Differences between hypnosis and shamanism

While T have concentrated on the similarities between deep hypnosis and shamanism so far.
there are also telling differences between these contexis. For instance, whereas tales of shama-
nic adventures typically involve animals and plants. my urban students did not mention either
in any meaningful way. This difference probably reflects the ecological differences between the
hunting-gathering culture of shamanism, and the intellectual-technological culture of my sample.
The importance given (o plants in shamanism also reflects the frequent, although not universal,
use of hallucinogens, obviously absent in the hypnosis study.

Another difference is that whereas shamanic traditions have shared cultural interpretations
and even “cartographies” for these experiences, my participants did not have a framework for
their experience other than the vague notion of being in an undefined state of deep hypnosis.
A more overarching difference is the lack of cultural acknowledgment and validation of the ex-
periences manifested during hypnosis. Particularly after a very vivid and unusual experienace,
it was not uncommon than an experient would ask me whether s/he was going “crazy", an ob-
vious reflection of the lack of information about these events even among bright and interested
undergraduates. Although the shamanic “call”™ is by no means necessarily a welcomed ot desired
event, the ethnoepistemology of many traditional cultures sccommodates transcendent expe-
rience by providing:

1) a mythology and epistemology that validates those events, 2) expens with which a person
having received the call can apprentice, and 3) 2 meaningful role (medium, classical shaman)
that the person can adopt.

Probably the closest that our society comes 1o fulfilling these needs is by providing & niche.
however precarious, for the artist. The artist in our society is allowed. to a degree. (o explore
his/her “internal” life and be the guide to unknown rerritories: or. as the French poet Rimbaud
states it, the artist becomes @ seer by a purposeful derangement of the senses. Although it is
common to propose that the contemporary physicians!therapisls are the successors of the sha-
man. there is an important distinction between the two: only the lauer actively and purposefully
goes into alternate Stales. This difference between the (WO types of practitioners can be expected
t© have an implication in clinical practice.

3. Clinical implicntions and conclusions

There is no current diagnosis in psvchology of psychiatry for experiential undemourishment or
inhibited potentials. Some hypnotic virfiosos experience their consciousness alterations ds dezp-
lv meaningful events. although they do not 2et opportunities 1o share them or explore them
within mainstream cultral practices.

A best. we can assume that their capacity o have existentially profound axperiences will
ramain underdeveloped. AL worst. their inhibited or undisciplined potentials may bring about
distrass and impairment. Descriptions from other cultures show that individuals with an uncon-

we.
fir
=

int

j )

"

—
n

o na

el




“Jusz ﬁoan'ng on the sky” 95

wolled propensity to experience an alternace state, possession for insiance, may suffer uniil they
find the the guidance of an exper {e.g.. STOLLER 1989). In our culre. there is some evidence
that maybe up to about 1/5 of individuals show significant psychopathology associated (o their
intense “faniasy proneness” and ability to undergo hypnotic experiences (cf. CARDENA 1992;
LYNN 1994), Recently, the diagnosis of "trance dissociative disorder” was proposed for these
individuals, While that diagnosis did not become part of the DSM-IV (AMERICAN PSYCHIATRIC
ASSOCIATION, 1994 CARDENA 1992), it was included in the appendix for further consideration.

Regardless of the final outcome of this proposal, most clinicians need (o becomne much more
sensitive to the innate ability of some individuals to have extraordinary alterations of conscious-
ness, and 1o their inherent potentials and liabilities. Al tirnes, it seems that the “mainstream”
automatically considers these experiences a5 pathological, whereas the “fringe™ automatically
assumes that any kind of experience has consensual validity or utility just because it was in-
tensely felt. The British anti-psychiatrist Laing wrote passionately about how our society has
greatly reduced the scope of human experience that is not considered pathological. The parallels
berween shamanic and hypnotic phenomenology show these experiences 1o be neither abnormal
or idiosyncratic, but inherently human.

We should pay greater attention and respect (0 these extraordinary experiences. and study
their potential advantages, liabilities, and optimal development. We still have much o leam
from those societies that have provided good instructors for flights into extraordinary realms.

6. Deutsche Zusammenfassung

P

Ein Vergleich zwi hyp und schamanischen Phanomenen

Der Vergieich zwischen Hypnose uad Schamanismus erscheint uns als gerechifertigt, wenn man davon aus-
geht, dab die direkte Erfahrung, — auch wenn letztere kulturellen Einfliissen durchaus zuginglich ist -,
durch inhirente biologische und kognitive Fihigkeiten geformt wird,

Meuere Ergebnisse der Hyproseforschung legen nahe. dafl es zwei Typen von hochhypnotisierbaren Indi-
viduen gibt: Der eine ist durch eine lebhafte Vorstellungstihigkeit charakeerisiert, der andere fBllt durch das
Fehlen von Vorstellungskrait sowie durch eine verminderte Gudichinis- und Kontrollfihigkeit auf,

Diese Untarscheidung enspricht in etwa der T g zwischen , Seel " und . Geistesb heit”
auch wenn sich gelegentlich beide Kategorien stark tberlappen.

Hypnotische .Vinuosen™ und Schamanen/Medien haben viele gemeinsame Fihigkeiten und Fertigkeiten.

Die Phi logie der sct ischen Erfahrung und der tiefen Hypnose 218t atliche erstaunliche Pa-
rallelen, Es reicht vom Geiilhl des Fliegens bis hin zum Erleben der Transzendenz. Nebenbei bemerku: Ent:
spaanung und Unbeweglichkeit sind sicher keine notwendigen Vornusserzungen (iir den hypnotischen Zu-
stand.

Ein wichtiger Unierschied zwischen der schamanischen Erfahrung und der tiefen hypnotischen Trance
besteht sicher darin, daf die Schamanen und Medien eine Lulturelle Unterstizzung und Yulidierung inrer
Erleinisse sriahren, wihrend es fiir den modemen Menschen wenig Mbgiichkeiten gibt veriinderte Bawult-
seinszustinde sozial zu kanalisieren bzw. zu organisieren.

Somit besteht {iir den modemen Menschen die Gefahr, durch intensive bewuBtseinsverdndernde Erleb-
nisse seine Anpassungsfihizkeit eher abzusehwiichen als zu fdrdern.

Unsere Kultur generell, aber ganz besanders die klinischen Psychologen und Psychiater sollten sich viel
imehr als bisher mit diesem uniéblichen, transpersonalan Erfahrungsbereich befassen. Dubet kénnen sie viel
lecnen von solchen Gesellschaften. in danen die schamanischen Traditionen noch lebendig sind.

.
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