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REVIVIFICATION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Hypnotherapy, Memory Studies

1. Core Definition

Revivification, derived from the Latin meaning "to bring back to life," is a specialized technique

primarily utilized within the field of clinical hypnosis. It involves employing strategic verbal

suggestion while the subject is in a hypnotic state to encourage the revival, or "reliving," of buried

or suppressed memories. The fundamental objective of revivification is to bypass the subject's

critical conscious faculty, thereby allowing access to cognitive material--specifically past

experiences, emotions, or information--that is not ordinarily available to waking recall. The

practitioner guides the subject to mentally return to a previous chronological point, a process often

referred to as age regression. Unlike simple memory recall, revivification aims for a complete,

immersive reliving of the event, where the subject experiences the memory with the sensory and

emotional intensity that was present during the original occurrence. This technique is often

deployed when dealing with traumatic memories that are thought to be actively held out of

consciousness due to defense mechanisms like repression, as theorized in classical

psychoanalysis.

The concept of revivification is deeply intertwined with the historical development of dynamic

psychotherapy, particularly the focus on catharsis--the emotional release achieved by confronting

past, emotionally charged events. When successful, the subject does not merely recount a

historical fact; they momentarily inhabit the past self, reacting to the perceived environment within

the hypnotic trance as if the events were unfolding in the present moment. Therapists seeking to

use revivification are typically attempting to identify the root cause of current psychological

distress, believing that the key pathological events are stored in the subconscious and must be

consciously integrated to resolve symptoms. It is essential to distinguish revivification from simple

remembering; the depth of the trance and the immersive quality of the reliving experience are

considered central to the therapeutic mechanism.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The notion that forgotten or painful memories could be retrieved through altered states of

consciousness predates formal psychological science, drawing on ancient healing practices and

spiritual traditions. However, the scientific exploration of revivification crystallized with the rise of

modern hypnotism in the 19th century. Early pioneers such as Jean-Martin Charcot and later,

Sigmund Freud, utilized hypnotic techniques to explore hysteria and trauma, observing that

patients often displayed marked emotional responses when recounting events under trance,

suggesting a powerful reliving effect. Freud's initial work on catharsis, described in collaboration
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with Josef Breuer in Studies on Hysteria, laid the groundwork for techniques aimed at uncovering

and integrating repressed memories, although Freud later abandoned hypnosis in favor of free

association.

Throughout the mid-20th century, revivification became a staple technique in clinical hypnotherapy,

especially in trauma treatment and forensic psychology. During the 1940s and 1950s, following

wartime experiences, there was renewed interest in using hypnosis to treat shell shock (PTSD),

where patients were encouraged to revivify traumatic combat events to process the associated fear

and grief. This period saw the technique applied to various conditions, including phobias,

dissociative disorders, and chronic pain, based on the assumption that an early, forgotten

originating event could be located and therapeutically resolved. The proliferation of hypnotherapy

manuals further codified revivification as a standard procedure for uncovering deep-seated

psychological material.

The prominence of revivification reached a critical peak during the "recovered memory movement"

of the 1980s and 1990s, where it was extensively--and often controversially--used to uncover

alleged memories of childhood sexual abuse. While this therapeutic trend brought attention to the

severity of childhood trauma, it simultaneously exposed the profound methodological flaws and

dangers associated with the technique, leading to widespread professional and legal scrutiny

regarding the reliability and veracity of hypnotically retrieved memories. Today, while the

underlying principle of accessing subconscious material remains relevant, the application of

revivification is significantly more cautious and limited within mainstream, evidence-based

psychotherapies.

3. Key Characteristics

Deep Trance Requirement: Successful revivification usually requires the subject to enter a

medium to deep hypnotic trance. This state is necessary to suspend the critical factor of the

conscious mind, which typically filters, judges, or rationalizes memories, allowing the raw,

unfiltered emotional content to emerge.

Age Regression: The technique relies on precise verbal suggestion to induce a mental and

emotional return to a specific chronological point in the subject's past. The subject may exhibit

mannerisms, speech patterns, or knowledge limitations consistent with that earlier age, adding to

the illusion of genuinely reliving the experience.

Emotional Intensity and Catharsis: A defining characteristic is the intensity of the emotional

response. When the memory is revivified, the subject often experiences the original emotions--fear,

anger, sadness--with full impact. This emotional discharge, known as catharsis, is considered by

proponents to be a key therapeutic factor in releasing pent-up psychological energy associated

with the trauma.

Access to Suppressed Material: Revivification is specifically aimed at memories that are
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unavailable through standard recall methods (i.e., those that are repressed, dissociated, or

otherwise defensively stored). It operates on the principle that the memory trace remains intact but

is inaccessible due to psychological barriers.

4. Mechanism and Theoretical Underpinnings

The theoretical foundation of revivification rests heavily on the early psychoanalytic model of

memory, which posits that the mind archives experiences perfectly, like a hidden tape recorder. In

this view, psychological conflict arises when painful or unacceptable memories are actively

relegated to the subconscious (repression), where they continue to exert influence on current

behavior and mood. Revivification is theorized to act as a retrieval mechanism, temporarily

disabling the repression barrier through the suggestibility inherent in the hypnotic state, allowing

the hidden memory to flow back into conscious awareness. The therapeutic benefit is derived from

transforming the unconscious influence into conscious understanding, enabling the subject to

process the event fully.

However, this traditional view clashes significantly with modern cognitive psychology.

Contemporary research demonstrates that human memory is highly constructive, interpretive, and

fallible, rather than being a flawless recording device. Memories are reconstructed each time they

are accessed, making them susceptible to modification by current expectations, mood, and

suggestion. The mechanism of revivification, therefore, is viewed not as pure retrieval but as a

highly suggestible form of memory construction. When a subject is guided to relive an event, the

suggestions provided by the hypnotist--even subtle ones--can inadvertently shape the content of

the emerging narrative, leading to the creation of detailed, yet historically inaccurate, memories

that the subject genuinely believes to be true.

Neuroscientifically, the intense emotional activation during revivification may relate to the

heightened limbic system activity observed in deep trance states. While the emotional realism of

the experience is undeniable to the subject, brain imaging studies have not provided conclusive

evidence that hypnotically retrieved memories are more accurate or contain neurological

signatures distinguishing them from fabricated or imagined events. The technique thus operates in

a complex intersection between subjective experience, suggestion, and the known reconstructive

nature of human memory.

5. Debates and Criticisms

The application of revivification has generated significant controversy across psychological,

clinical, and legal domains, primarily concerning the problem of memory suggestibility and

accuracy. The most substantial criticism centers on the phenomenon of false memory creation.

Because the hypnotic state enhances suggestibility and reduces the subject's capacity for critical
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evaluation, the therapist's guiding questions or implicit expectations can inadvertently introduce

new elements into the retrieved narrative. These elements are then woven into a detailed, coherent

memory that the subject experiences with high confidence and emotional conviction, making it

virtually indistinguishable from a genuine memory.

In forensic settings, testimony based on memories recovered through revivification or hypnotic

suggestion has been largely discredited and is frequently inadmissible in court. The legal system

acknowledges the inherent risk of confabulation (the honest reporting of false information as

memory) and the potential for memory contamination, which can lead to wrongful accusations or

the distortion of facts critical to an investigation. Organizations like the American Medical

Association and the American Psychological Association have issued strong warnings regarding

the unreliability of hypnotically induced memories, particularly when used to recover trauma.

Furthermore, ethical concerns arise from the potential for iatrogenic harm. Aggressively

encouraging a patient to search for repressed trauma through revivification can lead to

unnecessary distress, family disruption (in cases of alleged abuse), and the development of the

aforementioned false memory syndromes. Many modern trauma therapists prefer therapeutic

approaches that focus on processing emotional states and current functioning rather than relying

on the questionable retrieval of specific, detailed historical events via techniques that enhance

suggestibility. Consequently, the use of revivification in clinical practice has significantly diminished

in favor of techniques grounded in cognitive-behavioral and trauma-informed therapies.

Further Reading

Hypnosis in Psychology (Wikipedia)

False Memories and Suggestibility (Psychology Today)

The Question of Repressed and Recovered Memory (American Psychological Association)
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