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What exactly is hypnosis?

Have you ever missed an exit when you were driving?  Watched a movie and laughed or cried?  Gotten lost in thought? Then you’ve been hypnotized! When you go to a movie you actually pay to suspend your disbelief and allow yourself to become hypnotized.  If the movie is bad, you opt out of being hypnotized by it, because it’s not believable to you, which means it cannot bypass your critical, conscious mind and work in your subconscious where your emotions are stored.

Hypnosis is simply a state of highly focused attention with a reduction in peripheral awareness and a heightened sensitivity to social cues. 
We’re naturally in hypnotic states several times a day.  When we wake up, just before we fall asleep, while watching TV, while doing “mindless” chores—those are all times when we are actually “hypnotized.”  We’re safe, aware, and in control.  

I hear you asking, “Yeah, but what about those people who go onstage and cluck like chickens?” Well, they want to. Remember that they volunteered to go up onstage. They bought into the behavior that was suggested to them. If they didn’t want to do it, they wouldn’t.  Kind of makes you wonder about all the exhibitionist, wannabe cluckers out there, doesn’t it? You probably wouldn’t do it.  Just like you wouldn’t sit through a bad movie that didn’t engage you. 

Basically, we all choose what and who we will allow to hypnotize us.
How we’ve become hypnotized to fear birth

A woman’s body has the cellular wisdom to give birth, just as her body knows how to breathe, sleep, digest food, eliminate it, heal wounds, and grow babies.  And we’ve had this wisdom for as long as we’ve been human, almost 150,000 years! Reproduction is a biological imperative.

Because of our ability to birth, women have been revered and worshipped as life givers:  Mother  Goddesses have been prayed to since Paleolithic times (such as the Venus of Willendorf, which is about 24,000 years old), and in Celtic, Norse, Greek, Hindu, Shakti, Pagan and Christian (goddess as Virgin Mary ) religions.  The last remnants of goddess worship were wiped out in the Middle Ages, when millions of women who practiced as midwives were persecuted and murdered as witches because of their power to help women birth, whether naturally or, if it were a difficult birth, with the use of herbs.  The Christian church saw these powers as a threat, and so along with Christianity came “the curse of Eve.”  Any woman who challenged the idea that women were meant to suffer in labor for their “sins” was seen to be in competition with the church, and therefore, an agent of Satan. 
To this day, the fear of labor pain is deeply culturally embedded, sometimes without our even being aware of it. Most women, and their partners, have been hypnotized to believe that birth is abnormal and requires medical intervention. We’ve lost the confidence in our bodies’ innate ability to birth.  Childbirth education is one way to eradicate the fear. Hypnosis is another.
Behavior change using hypnosis

As I mentioned before, there is a critical, analytical, judgmental conscious mind. We also have a subconscious mind where our emotions and long-term memories are stored. Our subconscious mind is benevolent, obedient, intelligent, and autonomous. 
Changing behaviors like smoking, overeating, stress, fear, nail-biting, etc., uses hypnosis to go beyond the critical, conscious mind and implement positive suggestions into the subconscious mind. The subconscious mind absorbs the suggestions easily, and implements the changes without our having to consciously think about them. They just seem to “happen,” easily and effortlessly.
All hypnosis is actually self hypnosis. And at all times during hypnosis you are completely in control, safe, and comfortable. Just as with a movie you don’t like, you can choose to switch your mind out of that highly focused, suggestible state into a state of full, critical awareness any time you want to during hypnosis. But that rarely happens, because most people love being in a relaxed, hypnotic state, and the most frequent thing I hear after I hypnotize someone is, “Why did you bring me back? I was so relaxed and having such a good time!”
Hypnosis during labor and birth

Many of us were programmed when we were children with negative messages. We may grow up believing that we’re stupid or fat or lazy or selfish or unlovable, or… or…. And the messages may remain in the subconscious because we trusted the messengers; our parents and/or caregivers.  Once we are adults, we continue to give ourselves negative messages. “I hate my hips,” “I’m an idiot” “I forget everything,” are just a few examples.  I bet you can think of more. 
It’s easy to change this “self talk” using hypnosis, and replace, or reframe, the negative messages with positive ones. The same is true for reframing negative thoughts or beliefs about labor and birth.
I think everyone can agree that childbirth is state of highly focused attention with a reduction in peripheral awareness and a heightened sensitivity to social cues.  Which means that it’s a natural state of hypnosis and an optimal time to use positive suggestions. 
Hypnosis is an adjunct to, not a replacement for, childbirth education classes. Learning anatomy and physiology helps you know what’s happening in your body and why. Then, you can forget about it and get out of your own way, and let the ancient wisdom of your body work for you.  

Birth Hypnosis classes give women tools that include reframing (i.e. “My body and baby know how to birth, and we are safe.”),  progressive relaxation, finding a “safe place," fear and worry release, grounding, communicating with their baby, affirmations for childbirth, hypno-anesthesia and guided imagery for the best birth they can imagine. Classes usually run weekly for 4 sessions and may be group or individual.  

Attending a Birth Hypnosis series with a certified hypnotist is a great way to learn self-hypnosis and tap into the cellular wisdom of your body, relax profoundly, release fear and enjoy your baby's birth.  To sign up for a series or for more information, please call Julietta Appleton at 914-241-0910 (Mount Kisco) or 914-421-1500 (Full Circle Family Care, White Plains).
