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What exactly is hypnotism? 

What is the attitude of the Theosophical Society to hypnotism? 

First published in Jenness Miller Illustrated Monthly, New York, August 1893. The article was only slight-

ly revised from an earlier article submitted by Mr. Judge to the Omaha Daily Bee, and printed on March 

30, 1891. The present edition has been excerpted from: Eklund D. (Comp.) Echoes of the Orient: The 

Writings of William Quan Judge. 2nd ed. Pasadena: Theosophical University Press, 2009-11 [4-Vols.]. Vol. 

III, 2010; pp. 212-15. 

It is thought by some that magnetism and hypnotism are identical; for many have 

said this new force or power is only the old practice of Mesmer revived in this centu-

ry, after long years of contempt, and labelled with a new name, which will permit 

doctors to take it up. This is not, however, altogether true. Dr. Charcot, of Paris, and 

his followers, may be credited with the revival of hypnotism; for, in consequence of 

their investigations, it has been accepted by the medical profession. I have seen the 

prominent doctors of the Atlantic coast change their views on this subject in twenty-

five years. Dr. Hammond and others laughed at the credulity of those who believed 

that the phenomena, now so well known among hypnotizers, ever took place; today 

they write articles and admit the facts previously denied. 

Many years ago, Dr. Esdaile, a surgeon of the British army, conducted a hospital in 

India, and there performed many difficult operations by using magnetism as an an-

aesthetic, even instructing native assistants to use it on patients in his stead. His 

book, long ago published, gives all the facts.
1
 There is plenty of testimony in all coun-

tries to the reality of the mesmeric and hypnotic states and powers. 

The great question which arose after the proofs about hypnotism were in was a very 

different one from any which has previously been brought forward. As soon as the 

process was described and admitted, experiments proceeded with rapidity, and the 

great subject of “suggestion” was laid bare. It was found that the hypnotized person 

could be made to do many strange things after recovering from the hypnotic state, 

provided the suggestion had been made to him when he was in the state. The subject 

was told to murder Dr. A or B; to steal a pocket-book. He was then taken out of the 

hypnotic state, and, at the appointed time, would take the suggested weapon — a 

paper knife or harmless thing — and go through all the required actions, or would 

actually steal the object he was told to steal. If this power could be used by a doctor 

in an experiment, it was argued that an actual murder might be planned and execut-

ed through a hypnotized person. Hence it was dangerous. Crime was possible of per-

petration with impunity by the real culprit. Dr. Charcot gave an article to an im-

                                            
1
 [Mesmerism in India, and its Practical Application in Surgery and Medicine, Longman, Brown, Green, & Long-

mans, London, 1846] 
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portant New York magazine in which he admitted the probabilities of suggestion to 

patients, but denied that there was danger from suggested crime, and yet also said 

there ought to be laws against indiscriminate hypnotization. In the latter conclusion, 

most of the Theosophical Society’s members fully concur, but they also think that 

there is, and will be, danger from crime suggested to hypnotic subjects. Not in the 

immediate present, but in the future. 

This is because hypnotism is not understood nor its dangers appreciated by the 

medical profession; still less do they credit the public with a correct knowledge on 

the subject. 

The very best hypnotizers know very well that there are points at which the hypno-

tized subject escapes their influence, continues in the hypnotic state, and remains 

under some influence not known to the operator nor distinguishable by the subject. 

Here is one danger — the danger of ignorance and of a blind guide’s leading one 

equally blind. Such writers as Braid, Binet, and others are only statisticians. They 

simply give facts and methods, all being equally in the dark as to causes and possi-

bilities. Again, the operators in the forefront of hypnotic fame know, too, as Dr. 

Charcot has said, there is a danger that hysteria will be developed where it never ex-

isted, and a long train of other evils. This is why he demands the suppression of in-

discriminate operating. But the real rock of offense is this, and well known to theo-

sophical students, that as the force and power of hypnotism are better known, it will 

be seen that whatever the influence is, the process going on in hypnotism is the con-

tracting of the cells of the body and brain from the periphery to the centre. This pro-

cess is actually a phenomenon of the death state, and is the opposite of the mesmer-

ic effect; and this point is not known to the medical profession, nor will it be as they 

now proceed, because post-mortem examinations never reveal the action of a living 

cell. Magnetism by human influence starts from within and proceeds to the outer 

surface, thus exhibiting a phenomenon of life the very opposite of hypnotism. And 

the use of magnetism is not objectionable, yet it should be limited in practice to 

competent members of the medical profession. The more studious and careful mem-

bers of the Theosophical Society, then, are against the use of hypnotism. In all its 

anaesthetic phases it can be duplicated by mesmerism without any bad effects. Dr. 

Esdaile has abundantly shown this. Laws ought to be passed making it a misde-

meanour to have a public or private hypnotic séance. And these laws should also be 

aimed at even those doctors who, under the plea of science, put subjects into absurd 

and undignified positions. Such practices are not necessary, and are deliberately 

against the desire of the waking will and judgment of the subject. They only exhibit 

the operator’s power and add nothing to knowledge that cannot be otherwise ob-

tained. 

But even with the remarkable cases recorded by Binet and others in France, the laws 

governing man’s inner constitution, and which especially govern in hypnotism after a 

certain point, are not perceived by the learned writers. Some give only facts — either 

facts about strange recurrence of states, and others like Dr. James of this country 

assume that there is a hidden self who does these queer tricks with the mortal 

shape. Theosophists know that the extraordinary alterations in mind or mental pow-

er, the strange “recurrence of states,” and the apparently distinct division or separa-
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tion of intelligence in a single human subject, are all explained by the ancient east-

ern method of reducing the inner powers of man into seven classes, in each of which 

the hidden self — the Ego — can and does act independently, the body being only a 

gross instrument or field for the action of the real man. 

This theory divides him into seven planes of action, in each of which the Ego or hid-

den self can have a consciousness operating in a manner peculiarly appropriate to 

that plane, and also partaking of the consciousness and experience of the planes 

above it but not below. And each of these layers or fields for consciousness is further 

divided into other sub-fields, in every one of which there may be a separate experi-

ence and action, or all may be combined. Now in the cases taken up by Dr. James, 

the peculiarity noted was that when the subject acted as No. 1, she had no recollec-

tion of a state called No. 2. No explanation of this was offered, only the fact being 

recorded. It is explained by the localization of the consciousness of the Ego in one or 

the other of the sub-fields of action of the first of the great class of seven. 

The failure to recollect from one to the other was due to the fact that the Ego was 

forced into that particular field, and was thus unable to carry recollection with it. 

Hence it was entirely automatic in its action on that plane. This effect was due al-

most entirely to the specific contractile action of the hypnotic process, which, as said 

above, is essentially a contraction of the cells from outside to the centre. This will al-

ways prevent the Ego from educating itself to remember from state to state and field 

to field the experience of each, which education is however possible in the mesmer-

ized or magnetized state, and of course in the normal waking life. 

The cases where the subject escapes from the operator’s control are all explicable 

under the same theosophical theory; that is, those are instances in which the Ego 

retreats from the first plane or field of consciousness made up of seven divisions or 

sub-fields, to the next one of the whole class of seven, instead of entering one of the 

sub-divisions of the first. And, as the medical practitioners do not know of, nor admit 

the reality of the higher inner sub-divisions, they are not acquainted with the means 

for reaching the Ego when it has escaped further from them into a field of conscious-

ness where they are in ignorance of causes and conditions; that is to say, the hypno-

tizers are not examining the real field of operation of the force, but are looking at 

some of its phenomena merely. 

These phenomena are exhibited in the body or outer shell while the psycho-

physiological process, going on within, and causing the visible phenomena, is hidden 

from their view. 
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Suggested reading for students. 

 

On Black versus White Magic. 

 “A Strange Story by Bulwer-Lytton” 

 “Adoration of male gods led to phallicism and black magic” 

 “Akhund Abdul Ghaffur of Swat” 

 “Ancient Magic in Modern Science” 

 “Animated statues, trophies of the Black Art” 

 “Auras of mediums and adepts” 

 “Between Black and White Magic there is but a cobweb thread” 

 “Black Magic is in full sway amidst mankind” 

 “Black versus White Magic, the two Opposing Powers” 

 “Blavatsky on the author of Phallicism” 

 “Blavatsky on the malignant fever of unsound scepticism” 

 “Buddhist Feminism in Ceylon” 

 “Capital punishment is a relic of Jewish barbarity” 

 “Christian Lectures on Buddhism” 

 “Christianity has retarded the Woman’s progress” 

 “Confessions of Cyprianus, the Penitent Sorcerer of Antioch” 

 “Does your mind elate with self-adoration” 

 “Egyptian Magic, good and bad” 

 “Evil is an illusion caused by the Circle of Necessity” 

 “Evil is the infernal end of the polarity of spirit-matter” 

 “Exact Science versus Archaic Philosophy” 

 “Frightening crying children into silence” 

 “How can a Black Magician be known” 

 “Hugo's La Fin de Satan (1911)” 

 “Hylo-Idealism is a fig leaf for Crass Materialism” 
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 “Insights to the high idealism and quaint wit of Eliphas Levi” 

 “Insights to the Occult Arts” 

 “Instead of Black and White Magic, read selfish and unselfish motive” 

 “Magic is the Occult Knowledge of Natural Law” 

 “Mediumship and Adeptship are poles apart” 

 “No one has the right to control the mind of another” 

 “Occultism and Kabbalah are only masks to hide the sacred truth 

from the profane” 

 “On Astral Intoxication” 

 “On malevolent bewitchments and venomous magic” 

 “Ormuzd and Ahriman are ever opposing powers, yet inseparable 

and interdependent” 

 “Papal dispensation for murder and mayhem” 

 “Phallicism and Phallic Worship” 

 “Presentiments of what lies in the bosom of future” 

 “Psychological and conjuring tricks” 

 “Reflections of an ardent apostle” 

 “Religious conversion means absolute perversion” 

 “Selfishness is the cause of all sin and suffering” 

 “Selfishness is the hallmark of fakirs, hermits, and yogins” 

 “Sin by cruel acquiescence in an unworthy fashion” 

 “Soul-destroying sophistry is fake wisdom” 

 “Spirit and Matter are dual aspects of One Cause” 

 “Spiritual progress is not aided by watching the Astral Light” 

 “Teraphim are the elemental spirits of ancient divination” 

 “The Arabian Nights are echoes from of Lemuria and Atlantis” 

 “The Astral Light reflects images of every thought and action” 

 “The Ensouled Violin” 

 “The Idyll of the White Lotus” 

 “The Origin of Good and Evil” 

 “The Original Sin is a Jewish Invention” 

 “The Pernicious Sophistry of Hypocrisy” 

 “The Pitfalls of Occult Arts and Metaphysical Healing” 

 “The power of the magician is inversely related to his worldly interests” 
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 “The process of precipitating handwritten letters explained” 

 “The Silent Brother” 

 “The spiritual blindness of anthropomorphism” 

 “Theological anthropomorphism is the parent of materialism” 

 “Theological malice is the root cause of Satanic Magic” 

 “Trained imagination can produce occult phenomena” 

 “True magic is the Gnosis of Pythagoras” 

 “Warning to phenomena seekers” 

 “When theological ethics speak no longer in man” 

 “Why women should avoid the Church like a plague” 

 “Yoga is a wolf in sheep’s clothing” 

 

For in an in-depth analysis of the subject matter, look up “Magnetism, Mesmer-

ism, Hypnotism,” in our Confusing Words Series. — ED. PHIL. 
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