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STUART CLARKE/REX FEATURES
THIS WEEK at perceiving when the right LED flashed first than when the left one did. This suggested that the left hemisphe... 
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STUART CLARKE/REX FEATURES



THIS WEEK at perceiving when the right LED flashed first than when the left one did. This suggested that the left hemisphere of their brain was working more efficiently (visual pathways cross over in the brain, so left controls right and vice versa). In contrast, the nonsusceptible people were just as likely to perceive the right LED flashing first as the one on the left. These differences in the balance of brain efficiency persisted when Naish tried to hypnotise both groups. During hypnosis, the brains of those in the susceptible group seemed to switch “states”, becoming faster at spotting when the left LED flashed first. Meanwhile, the efficiency of the hemispheres remained relatively even in the non-susceptible people. They didn’t fall into a trance, but their –How balanced is your brain?– performance on the task started to deteriorate (Consciousness and Cognition, DOI: 10.1016/ j.concog.2009.10.003). Naish suggests that successful hypnosis requires temporary domination by the brain’s right side, a state that might be much easier to bring about in people brain, and more in the artistic who tend to have an imbalance in right side. Such findings suggest the efficiency of their two hypnosis is more than acting. hemispheres, even when awake. To see if there are also “It fits in with a theory that differences between the brains of hypnosis involves a transition susceptible and unresponsive from left to right hemispheric volunteers when they were awake, “Hypnosis requires right Peter Naish of the Open side domination. People University in Milton Keynes, UK, with asymmetric brains used a standard test of hypnotic are more susceptible” susceptibility, that combines motor and cognitive tasks, to identify 10 volunteers of each dominance,” says Zoltan Dienes type. He then gave each volunteer of the University of Sussex in a pair of spectacles with an LED Brighton, UK. He has used mounted on the left and right transcranial magnetic side of the frame. The two LEDs stimulation to temporarily reduce flashed in quick succession, and activity in the left hemisphere the volunteers had to say which and found that this increases flashed first. Naish repeated responsiveness to hypnosis. the task until the gap between the “It is as if people who don’t have flashes was so short that the the natural ability to become right volunteers could no longer judge hemisphere dominant are being the correct order. given a helping hand by reducing Naish found that hypnotically activity in their left hemisphere,” susceptible volunteers were better says Naish. ■



Brain ‘asymmetry’ underlies hypnosis Linda Geddes



IF HYPNOSIS leaves you unmoved, blame the wiring in your brain. It seems those who find it easier to fall into a trance are more likely to have an imbalance in the efficiency of their brain’s two hemispheres. The finding backs hotly disputed claims of a biological basis for hypnosis. Around 15 per cent of people are thought to be extremely susceptible to hypnosis, while another 10 per cent are almost impossible to hypnotise. The rest of us fall somewhere in between. Sceptics argue that rather than being in a genuine trance, some of us are simply more suggestible and therefore more likely to act the part. However, recent studies have hinted that during hypnosis, there is less connectivity between different regions, and less activity in the rational, left side of the 12 | NewScientist | 23 January 2010



Major glacier is long past its tipping point A MAJOR Antarctic glacier may have passed its “tipping point” 14 years ago. After losing more and more ice in recent decades, it is poised to lose enough to raise global sea levels by 24 centimetres, according to the first study to model changes in an ice sheet in three dimensions. The model, developed by Richard Katz of the University of Oxford and colleagues, suggests that Pine Island Glacier (PIG) is on a one-way track to losing half its ice in 100 years. Katz’s model, which he admits does not reflect all the complexities of ice physics, focuses on the “grounding line” – the underwater junction where the floating ice sheet butts up against the rising sea bed. By varying sea levels, and therefore the position of the grounding line, the team identified a point of no return beyond which the glacier’s collapse is inevitable. As the sea bed rises slowly up the continental shelf, it makes a dip before rising again to the shoreline. The point of no return is the crest of a small lip just before the hollow. The model shows that once the grounding line progresses into the dip, the glacier loses ice more quickly and a small change in the climate can cause rapid and irreversible loss of ice (Proceedings of the Royal Society A, DOI: 10.1098/rspa.2009.0434). PIG’s grounding line probably passed over the lip in 1996, says Katz. Within 100 years, it could retreat over 200 kilometres, causing the glacier to shed half its ice. That would push up sea levels by 24 centimetres, says Richard Hindmarsh of the British Antarctic Survey. But this prediction, disturbing as it is, assumes that the grounding line will stabilise after it has passed the dip in the sea bed. In reality, the retreat of a neighbouring glacier – Thwaite’s glacier – could cause PIG to disappear entirely, raising sea levels by 52 centimetres, says Hindmarsh. Shanta Barley ■
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