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AN EARLY description of highway hypnosis has come to our attention which we believe to be 
historically the first reference to the phenomenon. Highway hypnosis is the tendency to 
become drowsy and to fall asleep while driving an automobile. Hallucinatory experiences 
and distortions of thought and judgment are common accompaniments. Highway hypnosis 
is said to occur most typically during uneventful highway travel, particularly when driving 
on modern superhighways where there are few features to compel alertness (Moseley, 1953; 
Lauer, 1960; Hoskovek and Svorad, 1961; Williams, 1963). The phenomenon has been 
attributed to trance-inductive features in the driving situation such as repetitive and 
monotonous stimulation, bright points of fixation, etc. (Dittborn et al., 1960; Gestaut and 
Bert, 1961; Tunnard and Pushkarev, 1963; Ludwig, 1966). Similar phenomena occur when 
piloting aircraft and during routine industrial operations (Vinacke, 1946; Clark et al., 1953; 
Sours, 1965). Theorists have considered the relationship of highway hypnosis to traditional 
hypnosis and to the induced cateleptic stupor often called animal hypnosis (Gilman and 
Marcuse 1949; Williams, 1952, 1963; Oswald, 1959, 1962; Ratner, 1967). While the litera- 
ture in the general areas of sleep, fatigue and vigilance is, of course, voluminous, there has 
not been much systematic work to date on the phenomenon of highway hypnosis itself 
(Hoskovek and Svorad, 1961; Shor and Thackray, 1970). 

The selection reproduced below is taken from the Literary Digesr of June 4, 1921 (Vol. 69, 
pp. 56-57). Although the item was submitted by a man identified as W. Brown, original 
authorship is credited to Daniel 0. Skinner in the Nerv York Herald. 

Skinner’s description prophetically incorporates many of the features stressed by later 
writers: the relationship to hypnotic trance; the sleep-inductive features of the roadway, the 
contributions of fatigue and mental preoccupation. He notes that the phenomenon is more 
apt to occur on a familiar roadway where the lack of novelty promotes passive and auto- 
matic responses. It is also of interest to observe how Skinner anticipates the work of 
Travers and Kennedy (1947; 1948) on the “alertness indicator”. How many times, too, since 
Skinner’s comments have regrets been phrased over imperfect man using sophisticated 
machinery? 

CAR-DRIVERS WHO SUFFER FROM “ROAD-HYPNOTISM” 

“Recently I witnessed a strange occurrence at Riverside Drive and One Hundred and Twentieth 
Street,” writes a correspondent, Daniel 0. Skinner, to the New York Herald. The incident 
which he proceeds to describe in detail, seems to point to a condition resembling hypnotic 
sleep, likely to be induced by the glare of the roadway and its rapid movement before the eyes 
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of a driver. The correspondent brings up several other instances, all accidents without obvious 
cause, which he attributes to drivers ‘under the spell of the roadway’. Xs for the incident which 
he saw, and on which he largely bases his theory, he writes: 

It was midday and bright sunlight flooded the broad, dry expanse of asphalt. A large 
limousine was rolling north at fifteen miles an hour. At the rear a similar vehicle approached, 
moving faster. 

Both cars were driven by chauffeurs; the passengers were women. There was ample space 
for the second car to pass, but to my astonishment it came up behind and crashed squarely into 
the first machine. 

It was absurd. The second driver had sat at ease, his hands on the wheel, his gaze straight 
ahead. There was nothing to divert his attention. 

The second chauffeur was apologetic and admitted to the woman his fault, altho insisting that 
he could not account for his carelessness. But the first driver understood. They both under- 
stood. Superficial explanations were not for their belief. 

Asleep at his wheel-sound asleep. The faulty driver was evidently a victim of incursive 
somnipathy. Psychology or physiology doubtless has a better term, but I do not recall it. A 
self-induced yet uninvited malady, with the symptoms of which many auto-drivers and engin- 
eers are more or less familiar. 

The colliding chauffeur had been gazing steadily at the bright, streaming roadway flowing 
smoothly beneath him. Its monotonous sameness concentrated his mental faculties to the 
point of inducing momentary self-hypnotism. 

In the field of railroading when experienced engineers run by opposing signals I wonder if the 
cause might not often be attributed to this insidious malady. 

Often the charitable explanation in cases fatal to the engineer has been the possibility of 
heart failure or a sudden stroke causing a dead hand to hold the throttle prior to the accident. 
But is it possible that the effect of the unwavering stretch of twin rails blending with the even, 
gray right of way and dissolving under the engineer’s searching gaze burned into his brain a 
converging, soothing, hypnotizing desire for sleep, peaceful and potent beyond the exercise of 
his inhibitory will? 

An acquaintance of mine who drives his own car about the city said that he has sometimes 
been aroused from a sound sleep by the wheels of his car rubbing against the curb. A chauffeur 
told me that he saw a car waver from its course, swerve across the Drive at Seventy-eighth 
Street, crash through the protecting chains at the edge of the walk, and finally stop down 
among the trees in Riverside Park. It was one of those freak happenings in which the car was 
not badly damaged and the chauffeur was merely awakened from his lethargic sleep. 

A routine gear-cutter stops as the last thousandth of an inch is microscopically removed. 
Even an automatic-feed printing-press prevents damage to itself when more than one sheet of 
paper tries to pass at the same time. 

An automobile is said to be practically fool-proof. It almost runs itself if you can afford to 
buy the gasoline. Its mechanical perfection is close to realization. The most alert and con- 
structive brains of mankind have been directed toward making it a thing of beauty, efficiency 
and comfort. 

But the being that tries to control this modern Frankenstein monster is not machine-made. 
It is not automatic. It can not prevent its own destruction. It is human. 

So far it has not been possible to synchronize the human soul with steel and iron and rubber 
so that our subconscious senses will operate to stop the flight of a sleep-controlled car or the 
sweep of an unrestrained locomotive. Yet, fanciful as it may sound, I believe it is within the 
scope of an Edison to harness the pulse or register the variant blood-pressure or measure the 
muscular reflex as soon as sleep takes possession of the body, and by utilizing a delicately 
attuned apparatus to cause these involuntary bodily reactions to sound a waking alarm to the 
driver or actually to work in some way to stop automatically the rush of an automobile or 
locomotive. 

Doubtless there are times when the automobile driver or engineer takes control when physic- 
ally tired or under some emotional stress. Dissipation, worry and preoccupation also contribute 
to occasions of misjudgment and rash action. But if we can make the distinction clear enough 
there is food for thought in the idea of incursive somnipathy existing at other times under 
certain conditions, whether the victim is of normal health and habits or, due to a detIection in 
his coordinating powers, is rendered susceptible to a favorable degree. 

The principle expounded is not new to science, as early authorities have taught that by 
steadily gazing at any object a man can hypnotize himself without knowing it. And, to make 
it more of a paradox, the passive symptoms seem to manifest themselves in the case of drivers 
of long experience for the reason that they are no longer prone to excitement. Familiar with a 
long stretch of road or right of way, and the novelty of their work having passed, it becomes a 
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matter of routine or second nature, disarming the precautionary senses and making a passive 
condition favorable. 
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