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Posthypnotic Amnesia

Posthypnotic Amnesia

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Hypnotherapy, Cognitive Science

1. Core Definition and Phenomenological Description

Posthypnotic amnesia refers to an individual's inability to recall events, experiences, or
information acquired while in a hypnotic state, once they have returned to a normal waking state.
This intriguing phenomenon highlights a temporary but often profound disruption in conscious
memory retrieval, where the memories are not erased but become inaccessible to conscious

awareness. It represents a fascinating intersection of consciousness, memory, and the power of
suggestion, challenging conventional understandings of how our minds store and retrieve
information. The subjective experience for the individual is typically one of genuine non-
recollection, rather than merely feigning forgetfulness.

The manifestation of posthypnotic amnesia can occur either spontaneously or, more commonly,
through direct hypnotic suggestion. In cases of suggested amnesia, a hypnotist explicitly instructs
a person under hypnosis that upon awakening, they will not remember specific details, actions
performed, or conversations held during the trance state, often until a pre-arranged cue is given.
This deliberate induction contrasts with spontaneous amnesia, which occurs without explicit
suggestion and is more prevalent in highly suggestible individuals or after particularly deep
hypnotic states.

A critical characteristic, consistently observed and emphasized in research, is the temporary nature
of posthypnotic amnesia. Despite suggestions for permanent forgetting, memory eventually
returns, although the timeframe for full recollection can vary significantly from person to person.
This impermanence strongly suggests that the information is merely rendered inaccessible at the
point of retrieval rather than being obliterated from memory storage. The underlying mechanisms
responsible for this temporary blockade of conscious recall are complex and continue to be a
central focus of research in cognitive psychology and hypnotherapy.

2. Historical Context and Theoretical Foundations

Observations of memory alterations following hypnotic states date back to the earliest explorations
of mesmerism and animal magnetism in the late 18th century, a precursor to modern hypnosis.
Early practitioners, including Franz Mesmer and later the physicians of the Nancy School like
Hippolyte Bernheim and Auguste Liébeault, noted that subjects frequently exhibited a lack of recall
for events that transpired during the hypnotic trance. These early documentations laid the
groundwork for the systematic study of posthypnotic amnesia as a distinct psychological
phenomenon.
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In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, prominent figures such as Jean-Martin Charcot and Pierre
Janet contributed significantly to the theoretical understanding of hypnotic phenomena, including
amnesia. Charcot, working at the Salpétriére Hospital in Paris, initially linked hypnotic amnesia to
hysterical conditions, viewing it as a pathological symptom. In contrast, Janet, a key proponent of
dissociation theory, proposed that hypnosis could induce a splitting of consciousness, where
certain mental processes or memories become separated from the main stream of awareness. He
interpreted posthypnotic amnesia as a prime example of such dissociation, where the hypnotic
state creates a temporary compartmentalization of memory that prevents its integration into normal
conscious recall.

The latter half of the 20th century witnessed a shift towards more cognitive and psychological
explanations, moving away from purely pathological or psychoanalytic interpretations. Ernest
Hilgard's neodissociation theory, developed in the 1970s, became particularly influential. Hilgard
proposed a hierarchical organization of mental control systems, suggesting that hypnosis might
create a "dissociative barrier" within the cognitive system. This barrier could prevent the conscious
"executive ego" from accessing memories, even while a "hidden observer" or monitoring system
might retain awareness. This theoretical framework provided a robust explanation for the observed
genuineness of amnesia and its temporary, reversible nature, significantly influencing subsequent
research and debate.

3. Mechanisms and Cognitive Models

The precise cognitive and neural mechanisms underlying posthypnotic amnesia are a subject of
ongoing research and theoretical debate, yet several prominent models attempt to explain its
occurrence. Central to many explanations is the concept of dissociation. Dissociation theory posits
that hypnosis induces a state where mental systems that typically operate in a unified, integrated
manner become temporarily disconnected or compartmentalized. In the context of posthypnotic
amnesia, this disconnection is thought to affect the retrieval pathways for memories encoded
during the hypnotic state, rendering them inaccessible to conscious awareness without necessarily
erasing or damaging the memories themselves. The memories are stored, but the conscious mind
lacks the proper "address" or "key" to retrieve them.

Another influential perspective draws from the principle of state-dependent memory. This theory

suggests that information learned in a particular physiological or psychological state is more readily
recalled when the individual returns to that same state. While hypnosis is not a discrete
physiological state in the same way drug-induced states are, it does represent a unique cognitive
and experiential context. Proponents of this view argue that memaories formed during the hypnotic
trance become "state-dependent,” meaning their retrieval is significantly hampered when the
individual is in the normal waking state, effectively requiring a return to a hypnotic-like context (e.g.,
through a reversal cue) for full access.
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Further cognitive models focus on the role of active inhibitory processes or alterations in executive
function. Some theories propose that posthypnotic suggestion acts as a powerful inhibitory
command, actively suppressing the cognitive mechanisms or neural pathways responsible for
memory retrieval. This is not passive forgetting but an active cognitive blockade initiated by the
hypnotic suggestion. Neuroscientific research, employing techniques like fMRI and EEG, has
begun to explore these mechanisms, showing altered activity in brain regions associated with
memory retrieval, attention, and cognitive control, particularly in the prefrontal cortex and parietal
lobes, during suggested amnesia. These findings suggest that posthypnotic amnesia involves a
complex interplay of altered top-down cognitive control impacting memory access.

4. Types and Manifestations

Posthypnotic amnesia can manifest in various forms, primarily categorized by its induction
method and the extent of memory loss. The most prevalent and extensively studied form is
suggested posthypnotic amnesia. In this scenario, a hypnotist explicitly provides instructions to
the subject while they are in a hypnotic trance, indicating that upon emerging from hypnosis, they
will forget specific details, actions performed, or information discussed during the session. These
suggestions can be highly specific, targeting individual words, phrases, or complex sequences of
events, and often include a 'reversal cue' that, when presented later, allows for the return of the
forgotten memories.

In contrast, spontaneous posthypnotic amnesia occurs without any explicit suggestion from the
hypnotist to forget. This less common but equally compelling phenomenon is often observed in
highly hypnotizable individuals who experience a natural lack of recall for some or all of the
hypnotic experience upon awakening. It is believed to be linked to deeper hypnotic states or a
natural dissociative response to the hypnotic experience itself, suggesting an inherent capacity
within certain individuals to compartmentalize the hypnotic memory without direct instruction. While
less predictable, its existence reinforces the idea that amnesia is an intrinsic, albeit variable,
component of the hypnotic state for some.

Furthermore, the manifestation of posthypnotic amnesia can be characterized by its scope: partial
versus complete amnesia. Partial amnesia involves a patchy or selective forgetting, where only
certain details or segments of the hypnotic experience are lost, while others remain accessible.
Complete amnesia, though rarer, entails a total inability to recall any aspect of the hypnotic
session. The degree of amnesia often correlates with the depth of the trance, the clarity and
strength of the posthypnotic suggestion, and significant individual differences in hypnotic
susceptibility. The specificity of the amnesia can also vary, from forgetting a particular object or
action to a broader inability to recount the entire hypnotic session, underscoring the nuanced and
flexible nature of memory modulation through hypnosis.
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5. Inducement and Reversal

The induction of posthypnotic amnesia is primarily achieved through direct verbal suggestion
delivered by the hypnotist while the individual is in a sufficiently deep hypnotic trance. The

hypnotist might use phrases such as, "When you awaken, you will have no memory of our
conversation until | say the word 'recall’," or "You will completely forget the task you performed
during this session until | touch your shoulder.” The efficacy of this induction is highly dependent
on the subject's hypnotic susceptibility, the skill of the hypnotist in crafting clear and unambiguous
suggestions, and the depth of the hypnotic state achieved. Effective suggestions are typically

direct, concise, and focused on specific content or timeframes.

A crucial aspect of suggested posthypnotic amnesia is its reversibility, often facilitated by a pre-
arranged "cancellation cue" or condition. The hypnotist usually includes in the initial suggestion a
specific word, phrase, gesture, or even the passage of time, which, when encountered in the
waking state, will trigger the return of the forgotten memories. For instance, the hypnotist might
instruct, "You will not remember anything until | snap my fingers, and then all memories will
instantly return.” The consistent effectiveness of these reversal cues provides strong evidence that
the memories are merely inaccessible rather than permanently erased, supporting theories that
emphasize retrieval blockage over memory deletion.

Even without an explicit reversal cue, posthypnotic amnesia is almost universally temporary, a
point emphasized by the source content stating, "Even if the hypnotist had suggested to someone
that he or she never remember, he or she eventually will." The duration of this spontaneous
reversal can vary widely among individuals, ranging from minutes to hours or even days, but
complete recollection typically returns over time. This intrinsic impermanence highlights the
robustness of memory storage and the transient nature of the retrieval blockades induced by
hypnosis. The capacity for spontaneous recall further distinguishes posthypnotic amnesia from
organic or pathological forms of amnesia, underscoring its unique psychological underpinnings.

6. Clinical Applications and Ethical Considerations

While posthypnotic amnesia is not a primary therapeutic goal in itself, its underlying principles
and occasional manifestations can have indirect implications in hypnotherapy. In certain contexts,
the temporary inability to recall specific distressing events or information might be considered as
an adjunct to therapeutic interventions. For example, in pain management, a hypnotist might
suggest forgetting the details of a painful medical procedure, thereby reducing anticipatory anxiety
or the psychological impact of remembering the discomfort. Similarly, in addressing certain phobias
or anxiety disorders, temporarily obscuring the memory of a specific trigger event could
theoretically assist in desensitization, though such applications require careful consideration and
are not universally adopted.
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However, the ability to induce memory alteration through hypnotic suggestion raises significant

ethical concerns, particularly within forensic contexts and general clinical practice. The
manipulation of memory, even temporarily, can have profound implications for an individual's
sense of self, personal narrative, and the integrity of their recollections. In legal settings, the
reliability and admissibility of testimony from individuals who have undergone hypnosis, especially
if suggestions for amnesia or memory enhancement were involved, are highly contentious and
often subiject to strict legal scrutiny or outright prohibition due to the risk of memory contamination
or fabrication.

Therefore, obtaining truly informed consent is paramount for any hypnotic procedure, particularly
those that may involve memory alteration. Clients must be thoroughly briefed on the potential for
temporary amnesia and its implications, ensuring they understand the nature of the intervention
and its potential effects on their memory and cognitive processes. Professional hypnotists and
therapists adhere to strict ethical guidelines and codes of conduct to safeguard the well-being and
autonomy of their clients, prioritizing the integrity of memory and conscious awareness. The ethical
responsibility extends to minimizing any potential psychological distress or confusion that could
arise from the experience of forgetting and subsequently remembering.

7. Research Methodologies and Empirical Evidence

Research into posthypnotic amnesia typically employs rigorous experimental paradigms within
controlled laboratory settings to understand its mechanisms and characteristics. In these studies,
participants undergo hypnosis, during which they are often asked to perform specific tasks, learn
new information, or engage in certain experiences. Subsequently, a posthypnotic suggestion is
given to forget some or all of this information upon awakening. Memory is then assessed in the
waking state using various cognitive tests, including free recall, cued recall, and recognition tasks,
to measure the extent and nature of the amnesia. Researchers also utilize subjective reports to
gauge the individual's conscious experience of forgetting.

A persistent challenge in posthypnotic amnesia research is distinguishing genuine memory
inaccessibility from compliance, simulation, or an unwillingness to report memories. To address
this, researchers often employ innovative techniques such as the "hidden observer" paradigm,
pioneered by Ernest Hilgard. In these experiments, highly hypnotizable subjects experiencing
posthypnotic amnesia might be asked, "Is there some part of you that knows what you have
forgotten?" The "hidden observer" is sometimes able to report the ostensibly forgotten information,
suggesting a dissociation within consciousness rather than complete memory erasure. Additionally,
implicit memory tests, such as priming tasks, demonstrate that even when consciously forgotten,
the information can still influence behavior, further supporting the idea that memories remain
stored but are inaccessible to explicit recall.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forensic_psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hypnosis
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=34049
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Posthypnotic Amnesia

Modern neuroscientific approaches have provided further empirical evidence and insights. Studies

utilizing fMRI and EEG during the induction and reversal of posthypnotic amnesia have revealed
altered patterns of brain activity. These investigations often show changes in regions associated
with attention, cognitive control, and memory retrieval, particularly within the prefrontal cortex,
hippocampus, and parietal lobes. These findings suggest that posthypnotic amnesia involves a
functional disruption in the brain's retrieval networks, rather than structural damage or a failure in
memory encoding. Moreover, research consistently highlights significant individual differences in
hypnotic susceptibility, with only a subset of the population (typically 10-15% of highly susceptible
individuals) exhibiting profound and reliable posthypnotic amnesia, underscoring the variability of
this complex phenomenon.

8. Debates, Criticisms, and Alternative Explanations

One of the longest-standing and most fundamental debates surrounding posthypnotic amnesia
concerns whether it represents a genuine alteration of memory access or simply a form of social
compliance or simulation. Critics argue that subjects may merely be playing a role, consciously
choosing not to report memories in response to the hypnotist's suggestion, even if they retain
some implicit awareness of the forgotten information. This "simulation" hypothesis challenges the
authenticity of the amnesia, suggesting it is a behavioral artifact rather than a true cognitive
phenomenon. However, empirical evidence from implicit memory tasks and physiological
measures often counters this, showing genuine cognitive changes rather than mere role-playing.

The "hidden observer" phenomenon, introduced by Ernest Hilgard, has been central to refuting the
simple simulation argument. In experiments, highly hypnotizable individuals experiencing
posthypnotic amnesia were sometimes able to retrieve the "forgotten” information when asked to
access a "hidden part" of their mind. While this provided compelling evidence against conscious
faking, the interpretation of the "hidden observer" itself remains a subject of debate. Some view it
as a manifestation of dissociated consciousness, while others interpret it as a more complex form
of selective attention or a metaphor for subconscious processing, rather than a separate conscious
entity. The existence of the hidden observer underscores the complex, multi-layered nature of
human consciousness under hypnosis.

Further criticisms and alternative explanations also touch upon the general malleability of memory
under suggestion. While posthypnotic amnesia involves forgetting, the broader context of hypnotic
suggestibility raises concerns about memory contamination and the potential for implanting false
memories. Although distinct from amnesia, the capacity for suggestion to alter memory highlights
the fragility of eyewitness testimony, particularly if hypnosis has been involved. This has significant
implications for forensic psychology and legal proceedings, where the integrity of memory is
paramount. Despite extensive research, a single, universally accepted mechanism for posthypnotic
amnesia remains elusive, reflecting the complexity of understanding how consciousness, attention,
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and suggestion interact to influence memory retrieval.

9. Significance in Cognitive Science and Psychology

Posthypnotic amnesia holds significant importance within cognitive science and psychology as it

offers a unique and compelling window into the fundamental workings of human memory and
consciousness. The phenomenon unequivocally demonstrates that memories can be stored in the
brain even when they are temporarily inaccessible to conscious recall, thereby challenging
simplistic models of forgetting as mere erasure or degradation. It highlights the crucial distinction
between memory encoding and storage versus memory retrieval, illustrating how retrieval
processes can be selectively inhibited or modulated without affecting the underlying memory trace.
This understanding has profound implications for theories of memory, emphasizing the dynamic
and reconstructive nature of remembering.

Beyond memory, posthypnotic amnesia provides critical insights into the nature of consciousness
and dissociation. The ability to compartmentalize or selectively alter conscious awareness of
certain experiences or information under hypnotic suggestion supports theories that view
consciousness not as a unitary whole, but as a system capable of operating in a fragmented or
dissociated manner. This challenges intuitive notions of a seamless, integrated conscious
experience, suggesting that different aspects of mental processing can indeed operate
independently. Understanding how hypnosis can induce such states contributes to broader
debates about the modularity of the mind and the flexibility of conscious control.

Furthermore, the study of posthypnotic amnesia contributes to a deeper appreciation of the
powerful influence of psychological suggestion on cognitive processes. The fact that a verbal
command can temporarily block access to memories underscores the profound interplay between
belief, expectation, and neurological function. This impacts our understanding of phenomena such
as placebo effects, the power of suggestion in therapy, and the inherent malleability of subjective
experience. By examining how posthypnotic amnesia operates, researchers gain valuable
knowledge about the mechanisms by which external input can profoundly alter internal mental
states, thereby enriching fields ranging from clinical psychology and neurobiology to philosophical
inquiries into free will and self-agency.
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