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Stanley Krippner 

Pref reiace 

Consciousness researchers, psychotherapists, and neuroscientists 

have used several major vehicles to explore the vast reaches of the 

human mind—meditation, hypnosis, drugs, biofeedback, free as¬ 

sociation, and even brain imaging devices. But in many ways, dreams have 

been the most useful. Despite their bizarre narratives and puzzling imagery, 

dream reports are fairly easy to obtain from anyone in a sleep laboratory or 

through dream diaries. 

The night s first period of dreaming generally begins 90 minutes after 

you fall asleep. The neurons at the base of your skull start to fire a random bar¬ 

rage of high-voltage impulses that unleash a cascade of potent chemicals pour¬ 

ing into your forebrain. There, your visual and motor centers are stimulated, 

triggering memories that are presented and combined in original, vivid, and 

often baffling ways. Immediately, your brains mind creates a story that will 

make sense of these fragments, either providing a script that has waited pa¬ 

tiently for the material that would allow it to surface or producing a narrative 

on the spot that matches—as best it can—the images and activities that have 

been kindled. 

Sometimes these stories reflect basic problems in living with which you 

have wrestled for years; at other times they reflect the events of the past few 

days or hours, some trivial, some consequential. And in still other instances, as 

far as we know, the mind’s search for meaning produces what seems to be little 

more than a jumble of disparate pictures and events. This process of tale¬ 

telling and story-making is remarkably similar to what transpires when you 

use language while awake. Dreams can be thought of as a language of the night. 

Some tribal groups spoke of the “dreamtime”—a sacred or heroic era 

from the past that can only rarely be obtained in the present. Dreamtime can 

be evoked through nighttime drfijms, through daytime visions, and through 
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rituals involving storytelling, singing, dancing, and painting. In this book, we 

will use the term to refer to the thoughts, feelings, and images that are ar¬ 

ranged into narrative form while we are asleep. But it is important to recall 

that its use by native people is broader, referring to more concepts and experi¬ 

ences than those found in nighttime dream content. 

The mental and emotional processes involved in dreamtime are similar 

in many ways to the thoughts and feelings experienced during wakefulness. 

People who were asked to make up a dream while awake produced accounts 

that judges could not discriminate from written reports of their nighttime 

dreams.' 

When you record your dreams, you write a report that typically connects 

a series of action-oriented images that are usually visual. Many scientists (in¬ 

cluding myself) believe that these reports can help you to understand your be¬ 

havior, experiences, and intentions. Many psychotherapists are convinced that 

their clients will benefit from an understanding of their dreams because, on 

reflection, dream activities appear to be metaphors for our waking concerns. 

And it is often helpful to find a metaphorical image or activity for a personal 

problem. 

Some writers, artists, and other creative people have made deliberate use 

of their dream narratives and images in their work. An even larger number of 

individuals have claimed that their scientific, technological, athletic, or artistic 

breakthroughs resulted from dreams that were serendipitously recalled. For 

example, Harriet Tubman claimed that her dreams helped her to locate the 

routes for the “underground railroad” that rescued hundreds of slaves in the 

years before the Civil War. Jack Nicklaus discovered a golf swing in a dream 

that brought him out of a slump. Elizabeth Rauscher, a physicist, told me 

about solving some difficult equations in a dream and showed me the scien¬ 

tific journal in which her results were published. Leo Katz, a visionary artist, 

showed me paintings that originally took form in his dreams. 

I first began to record my dreams when I was in high school, but my in¬ 

terest was dampened when one of my university professors reported that 

dreaming in color was a symptom of schizophrenia. About the same time, in¬ 

vestigators at the University of Chicago had discovered that dreams are natu¬ 

rally occurring phenomena that take place periodically during the night, usu¬ 

ally during stages of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep.^ Soon afterward, it 

was observed that most dreams contain color,^ although color is easily forgot¬ 

ten and often omitted from dream reports. 

A dozen years later, I became director of a dream laboratory at Maim- 

onides Medical Center in Brooklyn. We conducted the first study of dream di- 
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aries kept by pre-operative male transsexuals. We found that their dreams re¬ 

sembled neither the typical male nor the typical female dream of that decade, 

but fell someplace in between. For example, the participants had as many 

dreams about outdoor streets as the average woman, but far more than the 

average man. The dream content reflected their concerns during wakefulness 

and suggested a contindum between dreaming life and waking life.'' 

We also conducted one of the first studies of pregnant womens dreams, 

observing an unusually high number of references to architecture, small ani¬ 

mals, and family members. Dreams about family members should not be un¬ 

expected at a time when the dreamer’s family is a frequent concern. But what 

secrets did architecture and animals hold.? The small animals might have 

been symbols for the fetus, while the buildings might have represented the 

pregnancy itself—“building” the baby inside the mother’s womb.^ 

Our laboratory was best known for studies that investigated unusual or 

anomalous communication during dreamtime, such as telepathy. Our basic 

research procedure was to fasten electrodes to the head of a subject, take him 

or her to a soundproof room, then randomly select a sealed, opaque envelope 

containing a colorful art print. A psychologist would then take the envelope to 

a distant room, open it, and study the print while the laboratory subject (in 

bed and asleep) attempted to incorporate material from the art print into his 

or her dreams without ever seeing it.^ Upon completion of a series of experi¬ 

ments, outside judges compared the typed dream reports with the total collec¬ 

tion of art prints, attempting to identify the print used on the night of each ex¬ 

periment. We obtained statistically significant results about two out of three 

times, with odds against chance so great that coincidence was unlikely. For 

these experimental studies, the results were considered to be anomalous be¬ 

cause there was no obvious, logical way to explain the correspondences be¬ 

tween the dream reports and the art prints. For example, one subject dreamed 

about going to Madison Square Garden to buy tickets to a boxing match. On 

that same night, the psychologist in a distant room was focusing his attention 

on a painting of a boxing match! 

Such prominent dream researchers as David Foulkes, Gordon Globus, 

Calvin Hall, and Robert Van de Castle attempted to replicate our findings.^ 

Because the replication rate from other laboratories was inconsistent, we did 

not claim to have conclusively demonstrated that communication in dreams 

can sometimes transcend space and time; however, we did open a promising 

line of investigation.* 

Next, I reviewed the entire body of research data, focusing on the first 

night that each subject in a telepathy experiment had visited our laboratory. A 

XIII 
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colleague and I matched the results of these nights with data collected at 

weather stations, discovering that the subjects’ telepathy was higher during 

calm nights with little sunspot activity than during nights marked by electri¬ 

cal storms and high sunspot activity. These results indicate a potentially pre¬ 

dictable pattern in such events and an association with the environment that 

may lead to a natural explanation of anomalous events.^ 

After a decade of laboratory work, I joined the faculty of Saybrook In¬ 

stitute, a graduate school in San Francisco that gives a high priority to the 

study of human consciousness. Many of our students have used dreamtime 

and dreamwork as the topic for their doctoral dissertations, among them Pa¬ 

tricia Maybruck, who contributed a chapter on pregnancy and dreams to this 

volume. In addition to my academic work at Saybrook, I co-lead a dream 

group with a friend who is a psychotherapist. I also attend a leaderless dream 

group to share and discuss my own dreams. 

During the span of time in which I have worked with dreams, I have met 

most of the pioneering dreamworkers who share their knowledge with the 

readers of this book. The authors of these chapters, who work in several dif¬ 

ferent countries, represent a variety of disciplines and a range of orientations. 

Many of them have contributed to The Dream Network Journal (P.O. Box 1321, 

Port Townsend, WA 98368), a periodical that reports current dreamwork de¬ 

velopments. An educational group that deserves special mention is the Dream 

Educators Network (P.O. Box 788, Cooperstown, NY 11326). 

Three of the authors (Gayle Delaney, Ernest Hartmann, and Jayne I. 

Gackenbach) are past presidents of the Association for the Study of Dreams 

(P.O. Box 3121, Falls Church, VA 22043). This group of professional and non¬ 

professional dreamworkers and dreamers boasted over 500 members at the 

time of its sixth annual convention in London and even more wheri it met in 

Chicago in 1990. 

This book is dedicated to another former president of the association, 

Robert Van de Castle, who has developed content analysis methods by which 

he has studied cross-cultural and age differences as well as dreams of psychi¬ 

atric patients and of women during their menstrual cycles and pregnancies. 

Van de Castle also has studied anomalous dreams both as a researcher and as a 

subject. 

Dreamtime and Dreamwor\ marks a growing recognition that dreams 

are no longer the exclusive province of the shaman, the priest, or the psycho¬ 

analyst. There is an emerging awareness, in both the public and professional 

world, that dreamtime and its products properly belong to the dreamer. 

XIV 
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We have learned from dreamwork that there is often a sharp contrast be¬ 

tween the significance of the dream to the dreamer and the significance of the 

dream for the social context in which the dream occurs.' The first chapter of 

this book is a provocative description of the spiritual dimension of dreams by 

Louis Savary, a spiritual counselor and former Jesuit priest. The next chap¬ 

ter gives a vivid account of the “grassroots” dream movement written by 

Deborah Hillman, an anthropologist. Our exploration of cutting-edge ap¬ 

proaches in dreamworking concludes with a superb rendition by David 

Feinstein, a psychotherapist, of how dreams can be used to help dreamers 

identify their personal myths and decide whether they want to keep them. 

These authors discuss three different approaches to dreamworking. But 

like the other dream workers represented in this volume, they all see the value 

of recording and working with the language of the night. 1 am in agreement 

with psychotherapist Rollo May who takes the position that “we can often get 

a more accurate and meaningful picture of the significant changes in the pa¬ 

tient’s life from the symbols and myths he creates and then molds and re¬ 

creates in his dream existence than we can from what he says.”^ 

Since 1980, David Feinstein and I have conducted workshops in various 

parts of the world in which we elicit personal myths from people’s dreams.^ 

For me, myths are imaginative statements or stories that address important 

concerns and issues and that have direct consequences for people’s behavior. 

There are cultural, ethnic, institutional, family, and personal myths, among 

others. Rather than being judged as-“true” or “false,” myths can be evaluated 
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as functional or dysfunctional in regard to growth, development, and the at¬ 

taining of goals set by a group or an individual. 

Dreams appear to synthesize the dreamer’s existing mythic structures 

with the information gleaned by life experience. Personal myths seem to de¬ 

velop in a manner that is parallel to the way dreams develop because they are 

related to the brain’s propensity for language, imagery, and story-telling. 

These are the raw materials for myth, and I believe that dreams play an active 

role in the ongoing revision of the dreamer’s personal mythology.'’ 

After listening to my workshop participants use dreams to discover their 

personal myths, I tabulated the themes that appeared most frequently. Curi¬ 

ously, these themes appeared in pairs of polar opposites, often within the same 

dream. Some dreams—and personal myths—centered around achievement, 

while others focused on failure. Many dreams contained stories of nurturance, 

while others centered on deprivation. Other polarities were creation and de¬ 

struction, completion and fragmentation, affirmation and cynicism, accep¬ 

tance and rejection, empowerment and debilitation,'reconciliation and aliena¬ 

tion, wisdom and ignorance, loyalty and betrayal, intimacy and separation, 

questing and passivity, and death and rebirth. 

One of my students at Saybrook, Michael Pieracci, wrote his doctoral disser¬ 

tation on the topic of mythic themes in stories people told about their psycho¬ 

therapy experiences. When he applied my list of mythic themes to these stories, 

he found that, of twenty stories, eleven contained the questing theme and none 

contained its opposite, the passivity theme. Thus, we might say that for many cli¬ 

ents, the psychotherapeutic process resembles the “Hero’s Journey” that psycho¬ 

analyst Carl Jung felt best described the psychotherapy experience.^ However, the 

themes of wisdom, acceptance, nurturance, and intimacy also appeared fre¬ 

quently. Two of these themes, questing and wisdom, are concerned with achieving 

something, while the other three involve receiving something. 

Based on this analysis, Pieracci concluded that Jung was only half right. 

The Hero’s Journey is a major theme in psychotherapy experiences, but it does 

not predominate. The Search for Relationship, in one form or another, is an 

alternative theme for psychotherapy clients. Sometimes the two themes are 

combined. One of Pieracci’s clients told a story in which he was “just in search 

of someone to understand me,” and he concluded by stating, “I’ll always 

search for love; it’s part of my blood.”^ 

One of my workshop participants demonstrated the polarities of inti¬ 

macy and separation in his dreams as well as in his personal life. Jeff, a suc¬ 

cessful writer who appeared to be leading a fulfilling life, found himself un¬ 

able to achieve closeness. He returned home one evening, having just ended a 

relationship with a woman who seemed desirable in every way. Not knowing 
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why he had acted so irrationally, and despairing that he would ever be capable 

of a long-lasting relationship, he fell asleep. A few hours later, he awoke with a 

start. Jeff had dreamed that he had entered the basement of a house. Hearing 

a muffled sound, he walked to the corner of the room where his attention was 

drawn to a plastic bag. In the bag, he recognized his own face; it was scream¬ 

ing loudly, the voice all but inaudible because of the covering plastic container. 

Jeff was able to dismiss this dream, but it recurred over the next few 

months in one form or another. He made an appointment with a psychologist, 

who began to discuss his early relationships with women. As an adult, Jeff 

had paid little attention to memories of his childhood. His recollections were 

unpleasant, because his father was rarely at home and his alcoholic mother 

had subjected him to various types of physical abuse. 

One day, while working with his psychotherapist, Jeff recalled his 

mother walking around in a drunken stupor, complaining about his whim¬ 

pering and crying. In her frustration, she attempted to place a plastic bag over 

Jeff’s head to muffle the sounds. Jeff summoned all of his strength to push 

away the bag to prevent suffocation and ran away until his mother became so¬ 

ber. From that time on, he never allowed his mother to hear his whimpers or 

see his tears for fear that she would again try to suffocate him. 

Upon reflection, Jeff realized that his behavior had been directed by the 

following personal myth: “Don’t let women see you cry or you will be suffo¬ 

cated.” This sentence expressed a myth of considerable proportions, one that 

had become embedded at deep levels of his psyche (symbolized by the base¬ 

ment in his dream). It mirrored cultural myths in which Medusa and Kali fig¬ 

ures kill young men who show any sign of tenderness, compassion, or weak¬ 

ness, and it effectively kept Jeff from sharing his intimate feelings with the 

women he dated. 
The breakup of Jeff’s most recent love affair had demonstrated the dys¬ 

functional aspects of this personal myth. His psychotherapist effectively used 

this incident as an impetus for change and a new myth eventually evolved: 

“(drying can be liberating, even though it needs to be shared selectively. Even¬ 

tually, Jeff was able to obtain satisfaction in his relationships with women. In 

fact, his overall quality of life improved significantly as he modified his defen¬ 

siveness and became open to sharing thoughts and feelings.^ 

Jeff’s story serves as a preview of this section, which discusses the value 

of using dreams to explore a sense of community, life’s spiritual dimensions, 

and our personal myths. To cite Rollo May, Dreaming has some connection 

with man’s distinctive capacity for transcendence, i.e., his capacity to break 

through the immediate objective liniits of existence and bring together into 

one dramatic union diverse dimensions of experience. 

5 
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From earliest recorded history, people^have observed their dreams 

and found in them a source of meaning, wisdom, and guidance. 

Through the centuries, the dream was presumed to be a spiritual 

event, a gift of God or a gift from some source beyond the ordinary. And, in all 

major religions and most minor ones, of both East and West, dreamwork was 

an accepted spiritual practice. In many religious and spiritual traditions— 

from the most primitive to the most civilized cultures—the dream was 

viewed as a holistic event, an experience reflecting the wholeness of the indi¬ 

vidual. Sometimes, as in biblical and shamanic traditions, the dream was 

viewed as benefitting not only the individual dreamer, but also the entire com¬ 

munity to which the dream belonged.* 

In contrast, among Christians the practice of dreamwork has been dis¬ 

couraged for the past centuries by the official Church, probably because, in 

the Church’s eyes, dream interpretation has turned from a spiritual activity 

into a superstitious one. By the fifth century, it seemed many Christians were 

no longer using dreamwork to develop their moral and spiritual growth, but 

rather to predict their fortunes and further their material goals. As one person 

put it, “Many Christians were no longer interested in the God-life, but only in 

the ‘good’ life.” Even so, dreamwork continued to be practiced throughout 

those centuries by holy Christian men and women, many of whom were can¬ 

onized as saints by the Roman Catholic Church. Now, in the present genera¬ 

tion, the practice of dreamwork is again finding a place in Christian spir¬ 

ituality as it had throughout the first five centuries of the nascent Christian 

Church.^ 

6 
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Spirituality and Conciousness 

I define spirituality as “a way of being, acting in light of ultimate values.” 

According to this definition, all persons, by virtue of their nature as spiritual, 

value-seeking beings, have a potential spirituality. Their ultimate values may 

be conscious or outside of#awareness, healthy or destructive. In turn, the spir¬ 

ituality that is built upon those values may be clear or confused, simple or 

complex. Part of my work as a “technician” of the spiritual path is helping 

people bring their spirituality to light. 

I have learned through my experience that dreams can help you clarify 

and live up to your ultimate values. Clarifying and living up to those values is 

a major part of the process of becoming conscious. 

Consciousness is a very important term in spirituality, but not one whose 

definition is universally agreed upon. For some, consciousness refers to aware¬ 

ness, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings; for others, it implies intention and 

will. Strephon Kaplan Williams, with whom I wrote Dreams and Spiritual 

Growth,^ gave a simple and clear definition of the term; “Consciousness is 

awareness PLUS appropriate action.” According to this definition, an insight 

never becomes truly conscious until you somehow put it into action in your 

daily life. 
Spiritual practices, such as meditation or dreamwork, serve as ways of 

tapping into your inner resources, so that insights from these resources may be 

brought back and integrated into your ordinary life choices. I believe that spir¬ 

itual practice is primarily a matter of consciousness, as defined above, and that 

a spiritual practice is complete only when the insights and gifts it releases are 

being incarnated in your life. Spirituality almost always involves values and 

choices being made in everyday activity. 

For example, a forty-year-old woman named Marie dreamed that she 

had given birth to twins. Though one of the infants was well-loved and 

healthy, the other had been forgotten. Not only was the forgotten child hungry 

and angry but its head had also, somehow, become completely encased in a 

seamless golden metal mask. 

This dream did not make any decisions or choices for Marie. Rather, 

based on the data revealed by the dream and her dreamwork, she made 

choices about nurturing parts of her life that had been forgotten and masked 

over. On one level, most dreams metaphorically reveal what is going on in 

your life and portray a current situation in a fresh light, from which you can 

grow spiritually. In spiritual practice, the waking ego becomes conscious by 
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raising insight to the level of action. When using dreams and dreamwork as 

an authentic spiritual practice, there is no substitute for ego-reflection and 

choicemaking. 

In almost all traditions, the purpose of bringing the discipline of spiritual 

practice into your life is to live more in line with your goals and higher life- 

purposes. The call to a full and whole life is often experienced during the mo¬ 

ments of spiritual practice with striking clarity. During dreamwork, Marie 

realized that the angry cry of the forgotten and hungry child in her dream 

was a clear call to live her life more fully and wholly, as well as an indication 

that she had the inner strength to do what was required. From the standpoint 

of spiritual growth, the purpose of dreamwork, as with other spiritual prac¬ 

tices, is to tap into the deepest resources of your self in order to bring up hid¬ 

den potentials and integrate them into your waking life, that is, bring them 

into consciousness. 

Some Premises of Dreams and Spirituality 

Here are a few of the premises, or assumptions, about dreams and spirituality 

that I hold. Many of you also may study dreams from other perspectives. As a 

psychologist, a physician, a neurologist, or other practitioner, you may not 

hold some of these premises; it is not unusual in science even to hold some 

contradictory positions. For example, two psychotherapists may hold contra¬ 

dictory premises about the function of emotions, yet both may be successful in 

helping people. Or two physicists may hold contradictory assumptions about 

the physical universe, yet both may create valid mathematical equations to de¬ 

scribe physical reality. As long as people listen to each other, I believe they can 

undoubtedly learn from one another. As a technician of the spiritual realm, I 

focus on the spiritual aspects of dreams and dreamwork. 

The dream is usually presented symbolically and/or in the language of metaphor. In 

some ways, your dreams may speak a universal language, and therefore they 

belong not only to you but to the larger community. Others may find wisdom 

for themselves in your dream. Many people who have heard Marie tell her 

dream of the golden mask have been able to acknowledge that they, too, have 

gone through life wearing masks. Metaphor is the dominant language of spir¬ 

ituality. Dreams provide holistic data in metaphoric form for the choices and 

decisions that the waking ego—the choice-making part of the personality— 

will be called upon to make. 

8 
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The dream is, among other things, a spiritual event. Many have called the dream 

“the voice of the soul” Your dream presents symbolically the options available 

to you—and others—at the level of the human spirit. During her dream, 

Marie discovered her resourcefulness by telephoning a goldsmith, who agreed 

to come and remove the mask. As a result of dreamwork, she decided to work 

with a therapist to help he;f remove the emotional masks she wore in daily life. 

The dream can provide healing and wholeness. It is, in part, the dream’s purpose 

to put you in touch with your ultimate values. It can get you involved in your 

own development and growth. Marie realized that the golden mask would 

need to be removed before she could become a whole person. Others, too, have 

found wisdom and healing insights for themselves from her dream. 

The dream releases energy or insight. It is possible for you to bring the dream’s 

insights into waking life and integrate them into the choices you make at the 

conscious level. Sometimes, the waking ego’s ranking of ultimate values is dys¬ 

functional or conflictual. When this happens, the deepest self, in dreams, is 

likely to reveal the problem. For example, upon reflection, Marie began to 

recognize her own anger at being forced by her family to live behind a mask 

for most of her adult life, and she realized she wanted to begin living in an 

emotionally honest way. 

The dream allows your waking ego to establish a relationship with your deepest self. 

From the spiritual technician’s perspective, dreamwork offers a way for build¬ 

ing and using a line of communication between the waking ego and the deep¬ 

est inner self. For Carl Jung, this self is the center and integrator of all life ex¬ 

periences, conscious and unconscious. Establishing a relationship between the 

waking ego and the inner self is perhaps your most important spiritual task in 

bringing yourself to spiritual maturity. 

In light of spiritual growth, the dream is more powerful when viewed as a question 

rather than as an answer. A question invites growth in any relationship much 

more effectively than a command, especially in the ego-self relationship. 

Questions evoke consciousness. Marie discovered that her golden mask posed 

many questions: “How did I forget this other child I had.? How did the golden 

mask get put on the child.? Do I sometimes find my mask valuable to me.? 

What professionals would help me take it off.?” 

The dream is incomplete without dreamwork- In spirituality, the dream is the 

gift; dreamwork is what we do with..it.. Like a gift, the dream is meant to be 
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opened, used, and cherished. Since a dream often speaks a universal language 

and triggers insights in others beside the dreamer, I believe the richness of its 

gifts may sometimes be more fully recognized when dreamwork is done with 

a partner or in a small dreamwork group. Nevertheless, it remains the 

dreamer’s task to realize the dream’s healing insight. 

In pursuit ofspiritual growth, the purpose ofdreams and dreamworld is to bring you 

to higher levels of consciousness—that is, to awareness plus appropriate action. 

Marie found that her mask dream was of such profound depth and meaning 

that for the next ten years she continued to profit from dreamwork on it. She 

discovered she had been wearing layers of masks, and as one layer was taken 

off, another was discovered beneath it. 

Dreamworld provides a way to channel the energy and insights of the dream into 

daily life. For Sigmund Freud, dreams were the royal road to the unconscious. 

The unconscious realm was a boiling cauldron of energy, and dreams led to 

this energy source. For Freud’s disciple Carl Jung, dreams used symbols to re¬ 

veal different kinds of energies in the unconscious realm that were available to 

us in waking life. Jung called these energy sources archetypes. For Jung, ar¬ 

chetypes were bundles of energy, like the myriad strands of electrical wire 

bundled together in a power cable carrying energy from one place to another. 

Dreams and dreamwork can be used to release these spiritual energies. 

Whenever Marie worked on her golden-mask dream, she found energy to 

make everyday choices that helped her put aside the mask. 

In the Western tradition, spiritual energies are called virtues, iyirtus is 

the Latin work for energy.) In the Eastern traditions, these energies are asso¬ 

ciated with spiritual energy centers called chahras. Major spiritual energies in¬ 

clude creativity, the transmitting of life, self-awareness, courage, forgiveness, 

empathy, willpower, wisdom, meaning, discernment, unity, vision, and cos¬ 

mic perspectives. 

Dream Tasks 

Many approaches to dreams simply help you find meaning in them; so that 

once you have discovered what your dream is all about, the problem is consid¬ 

ered solved and the process is over. Perhaps in certain approaches to the 

dream, it is enough to stop there. But in spiritual practice, which involves the 

way you live and act in light of your ultimate values, the purpose of the dream 

and dreamwork is consciousness: awareness plus appropriate action. 
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For this reason, the final step in dreamwork is to turn the energy and in¬ 

sight of the dream into choices and actions. At this stage, it is up to the waking 

ego, after reflecting on the energy and insight of the dream, to make choices 

for living and acting in the world. The easiest and most effective way of doing 

this is to create a list of possible dream tasks that could be accomplished to 

keep the energy of the dream alive, then to choose some of these tasks and ac¬ 

tually carry them out. 

Why actually carry them out.? If you don’t use the energy released in the 

dream, it will slip back into the unconscious and no longer be as readily avail¬ 

able. How many of us have had insights about our lives that we recognized as 

important, intended to do something about them, but never turned those in¬ 

sights into concrete tasks.? Consequently, our lives were never changed. The 

great insight soon became merely a vague memory, taking up a forgotten line 

or two in our personal journal. Marie kept her golden-mask dream alive by 

returning to it periodically over a period of years. 

Furthermore, the accomplishment of such tasks keeps the energy of the 

dream alive and growing. The more Marie used her gift, the more that energy 

became available to her. This principle is true in all domains of life; the more 

you exercise your muscles, the stronger they become and the more energy they 

make available to you. The more you discipline yourself to keep the dream en¬ 

ergy alive, the more access you have to it. If your dream reveals to you that you 

have the courage to face an important issue in your life, create a set of tasks to 

keep that energy alive and exercise that courage. In doing so, you will develop 

courage to face not only that particular issue but future issues as well. 

There are three different kinds of dream tasks that you can use to keep 

the energy of the dream alive.'' The first are Dreamworks Tasks, techniques to 

clarify and nurture the energy revealed by the dream or by a symbol within it. 

Dreamwork tasks might include reflecting on dream symbols, having a di¬ 

alogue with a dream figure, bringing an unfinished dream to resolution, and 

using artwork to concretize a dream image. For example, Marie conducted 

dialogues with her dream figures—the mask itself, the good baby, the forgot¬ 

ten baby, and the goldsmith—and all of them had wisdom for her. She also re¬ 

searched the meaning of “mask” and “persona” in the writings of Jung. 

The second kind of dream tasks are Personality Tasks- These are inner ac¬ 

tivities that you, your dreamwork partner, or someone acting as a spiritual 

technician (such as a member of the clergy, a spiritual director, or a shaman) 

might suggest to keep the dream energy alive. Personality tasks might involve 

you in making a list of the ways you are like or unlike a certain dream figure, 

jotting down what positive things mjght happen if you were to incorporate 
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dream energy into your daily life, or practicing some reflection or personal 

discipline that keeps you connected with the dream energy, such as marking 

down every time you affirm yourself. Marie made lists of the places in society 

where she still wore her golden mask and of the diminishments to her life the 

mask had caused. She even attended a mask-making workshop. 

The third set of dream tasks are Outer Life Tasks. These are outer ac¬ 

tivities that you or your dreamwork partner might suggest to keep the dream 

energy alive. Outer Life Tasks might include taking actions that involve other 

people or the work you do. If your dream revealed that you had the energy to 

enhance your courage, you might choose to practice a simple act of assertive¬ 

ness, or to stand up for yourself among your friends, or to write a letter of 

complaint to some company. Not only did Marie enter psychotherapy, but she 

also realized that without the mask she might appear angry and critical, so she 

chose to tolerate these unfamiliar feelings and consciously express them ap¬ 

propriately in public as validation that she was indeed removing her mask. 

Notice how each of these three kinds of dream tasks support and enrich each 

other. 

The objective with dream tasks is to choose tasks to keep the energy 

alive, not to exhaust it. Therefore, you should choose tasks that you are able to 

accomplish in a finite amount of time and at which you are likely to succeed. 

Success breeds success, and a successful expression of dream energy is most 

likely to keep that energy alive. It is best to have a string of successes to keep 

you motivated and actively involved. 

I believe dreamwork has made a revolutionary contribution to spir¬ 

ituality in recent years. Dreamwork is really a spiritual exercise that almost 

everyone can learn with some degree of proficiency and use effectively with¬ 

out having to depend upon someone else as a dream expert. Versatile and 

adaptable, it can be used individually, with partners, and in small dreamwork 

groups. 

Since you dream every night, there is never a dearth of material for spir¬ 

itual growth. On the other hand, there is no need to become compulsively at¬ 

tached to the dreamwork process. You may use it regularly without engaging 

in it compulsively. You don’t need to do it every day. Whenever you choose to 

explore your dream resources, your deepest inner self will help you realize 

your true potential. 
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Deborah Jay Hillman 

Tke Emergence 

of tke Grassroots 

D reamwor k Alx)vement 

As an anthropology student in the late 1970s, I had the good for¬ 

tune of meeting Montague Ullman. For several years he had been 

_ developing and teaching his small-group approach to dreams,' 

and when I heard him discuss it during a public lecture one evening, I knew 

that I wanted to learn more. A correspondence followed, then my first work¬ 

shop in Ullmans method, and soon I was embarked on a year of participant 

observation in one of Ullmans weekly dream groups in New York City. It was 

from this vantage point that I began to see the signs of a more widespread in¬ 

terest in dreams in American culture. From 1979 to 1982,1 explored this in¬ 

cipient movement, visiting groups and workshops and interviewing 

dreamers, primarily in and near New York City. I have since stayed close to 

the movement as a participant in the ordinary sense, as well as an informal 

observer. 

Elsewhere I have written about the dream work movement and its rela¬ 

tionship to the anthropological study of dreams.^ Here I will draw on that 

earlier discussion to help outline a context for dream groups. It is important to 

note that although I focus on the dreamwork scene in America, this develop¬ 

ment extends to other Western countries as well. Moreover, in light of the cul¬ 

tural link between dreams and the concept of “reality,” it makes sense that 

change is starting to take place in Western dream ideology. 

For more than two decades (paralleling the upsurge of interest in 

dreams), a flowering of scientific research on the nature of consciousness has 
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been occurring.^ There is evidence that the underlying shift to a more unified 

view of reality, giving due weight to subjective phenomena, applies “not only 

to all the sciences but also to the humanities and to contemporary thought in 

general.”"* So as our conventional dualism, with its stress on objectivity and 

reason, is challenged by a more holistic model, dreams, along with other kinds 

of inner experience, take on new value and significance. The dreamwork 

movement, by encouraging public and scholarly attention to dreams, both re¬ 

flects and supports the cognitive revision taking place in the culture at large. 

“Dream groups are popping up like pottery classes out there,” wrote one 

of my fieldwork correspondents, following a trip to California at the start of 

the 1980s. It was only a short time later, in 1982 and 1983, that the term dream¬ 

world movement surfaced in popular usage. Several different paths, besides that 

of the human potential movement, have led people to the practice of dream- 

work in recent decades. One of these has been participation in a metaphysical 

or spiritual organization, such as the Association for Research and Enlighten¬ 

ment (devoted to the work of the American psychic Edgar Cayce) or the Spir¬ 

itual Frontiers Fellowship. In addition, for many women, the feminist move¬ 

ment has been an avenue toward awareness of dreams, presenting dreamwork 

as a means of deepening self-discovery and strengthening their identities as 

women. And while therapy is not designed to encourage dream sharing out¬ 

side its own narrow framework, some people trace the roots of their interest in 

dreams to experiences with them in that setting. Furthermore, as the dream¬ 

work movement continues to expand, introductions to dreamwork are 

increasingly linked with exposure to this new social trend. This occurs 

through such activities as workshops, classes, lectures, and dream groups, as 

well as through a variety of published materials on dreams.^ 

The grassroots movement gained visibility in 1982 with the establish¬ 

ment of a newsletter, the Dream NetworldJoumal. Through several editorships 

and incarnations, it has remained a lively forum, offering information and 

ideas about dreamwork, practical suggestions for starting dream groups, and 

a convenient means of bringing like-minded dreamworkers together.^ When 

the Association for the Study of Dreams (ASD) was founded a year later to 

encourage professional interest in dreams, its creation caused concern among 

some grassroots dreamworkers that the egalitarian spirit of dreamwork 

might be undermined by an emphasis on professionalism.^ 

Despite an initial uneasy alliance between the two parts of the move¬ 

ment, a closer relationship is evolving. Professionals read and contribute to 

the Dream Network^ Journal and have been among its editors,* while the ASD 
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welcomes dream workers from outside the professional realm. As the dream- 

work movement gains momentum, the very scope and definition of dream- 

related professionalism is expanding. 

Within the dream field, the word professional is commonly used in two 

different ways. In one sense, it refers collectively to clinicians and dream 

researchers—that is, to people with varied academic backgrounds whose 

work relates to dreams. But it is also used to distinguish those trained to prac¬ 

tice therapy from those who lack clinical experience. This latter meaning is 

the one referred to by the phrase “deprofessionalizing the dream.”^ 

There is some irony in the fact that as the dream becomes more “public,” 

a new kind of dreamwork professional is appearing outside of the clinical 

realm. Though a “nonprofessional” in the orthodox sense, this new breed of 

professional earns a living through the practice of some form of nonclinical 

dreamwork. This might include dream-group leadership, one-to-one dream 

counseling, or dream education in classroom and workshop settings. Since 

there are currently no formal training programs in nonclinical dreamwork, 

the role is a self-styled one. Most—if not all—of these dreamwork practition¬ 

ers are college educated (some have graduate degrees), and virtually all are ex¬ 

perienced with dreams on a personal level. 

Some dream groups are organized and led by people pursuing this kind 

of career, though in the area of leadership and fees they are just one permuta¬ 

tion. In addition to dream groups led by members of the new professional cat¬ 

egory, there are those whose leaders have been clinically trained. Both of these 

types generally involve a fee, but there are also groups run by a lay leader free 

of charge. Furthermore, one can find leaderless peer groups operating with¬ 

out fees, as well as groups in which the leadership role regularly rotates 

among the members. With all of these variations in form, the question neces¬ 

sarily arises, “What is meant by a specificallydream group?” 

I suggest that in the context of the current dreamwork movement, we 

view as grassroots efforts all community-based, nonclinical dream groups or¬ 

ganized by and for lay people (in the traditional sense). These run the gamut 

from informal, leaderless groups that are free to groups offered by the “new” 

dreamwork professionals, for a fee. Excluding from the “grassroots” designa¬ 

tion groups run by clinical professionals does not deny the role some clinicans 

have played in furthering the grassroots cause. 

Among clinical professionals encouraging and inspiring the grassroots 

movement, Montague Ullman, in particular, stands out. His systematic and 

popular approach to dreamwork is touched upon in the next section. 
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Grassroots Dream Appreciation Groups 

There are so many variations in the structure, composition, settings, goals, 

and methods of dream groups that it is possible to say, “a dream group is not a 

dream group is not a dream group.” We have noted several patterns in the 

sphere of leadership and fees but have yet to consider the other areas of diversity. 

Composition. Dream groups vary in regard to such factors as size, age and gen¬ 

der make-up, and the nature of members’ relationships to each other. The pat¬ 

terning results in varying degrees from both circumstance and design, es¬ 

pecially since “groups can come about in a number of different ways. Natural 

groups can spring up among friends, members of a family, people at work, or 

even among strangers who find they share a common interest in dreams.”'® 

And while some groups arise spontaneously or are assembled through per¬ 

sonal networks, others develop by means of organized efforts to recruit mem¬ 

bers. This is done under the auspices of community organizations like 

churches and schools or simply by advertising in local newsletters and meeting 

places. In addition, the Dream Network Bulletin lists in its classified section 

both regional dreamworkers’ organizations and local dream groups seeking 

new members. 

Dream groups range in size from three or four people to upward of fif¬ 

teen or twenty. Sometimes they form on the basis of a particular shared core 

of experience, whatever similarities and differences might characterize their 

members in other ways. There are artists’ dream groups and women’s dream 

groups, for example, and not long ago the Dream Network Bulletin advertised a 

dream group for “12-Step People,” meaning those involved in recovery pro¬ 

grams modeled after Alcoholics Anonymous. 

Some dream groups have a long life and fairly stable membership; others 

function with a high rate of turnover. Testimony to the former can be found in 

Jenny Dodd’s warm account of the “mothers’ dream group” she organized in 

her suburban community." Originally seven women, they had grown to nine 

and after four years still managed to meet weekly. In contrast, I talked with a 

dreamworker who left a group after several sessions because, apart from a 

common interest in dreams, “there didn’t seem to be any other thread.” 

Settings. Grassroots dream-appreciation groups take place in a variety of set¬ 

tings. Some are held in such community spaces as recreation centers, libraries, 

churches, and schools; others gather in the workplace. But the most common 

site for dream-group meetings is in participants’ homes. Some groups, like 
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Jenny Dodd’s, rotate the role of host; others meet in a single, fixed location. 

Occasionally groups come together in more ritualistic settings, such as a spe¬ 

cial tepee designated as a “group dreaming space.” Here, members not only 

relate their dreams to each other, but actually dream them together. 

Goals. Individual dream groups do not necessarily articulate their goals, apart 

from “working on,” “talking about,” “getting in touch with,” or simply 

“sharing” dreams. But a host of reasons for engaging in dreamwork have been 

expressed by the dreamwork movement, and they exist as motivations within 

the grassroots sphere. 

Broadly speaking, the goal of nonclinical dreamwork is to foster an ap¬ 

preciation of dreams and to make them more available as useful resources for 

waking life. Differences exist in the ways that sense of appreciation is engen¬ 

dered and in the waking domains to which the dreams are most assiduously 

applied. Generally, it is the psychological and spiritual dimensions of the 

dream that receive the greatest attention. For although dreams contain a 

wealth of social and cultural information, these aspects are rarely explored in 

dreamwork settings, at least not explicitly.'^ 

Along with the more generalized dream-appreciation groups, there are 

those with a specific focus on a particular aspect of dreaming or way of apply¬ 

ing dreams. Some groups, for example, concentrate on the experience of lucid 

dreaming (a state of consciousness in which the dreamer is aware of dreaming 

while it is actually occurring).'^ Others are devoted to exploring the purport¬ 

edly psychic dimension of dreams, and still others to using dream images as 

inspiration for creative art. 

Methods. Two distinct styles of group interaction are found among grassroots 

dream groups. These are not mutually exclusive, and most groups combine 

them in some way, though one or the other tends to predominate. The first 

style can be termed xht study-group approach. In it, the group serves as a forum 

for sharing and discussing dreams in a manner that is largely unstructured 

and conversational. Attention may be given to skills like remembering 

dreams and keeping a dream journal, as well as to building a repertoire of 

techniques for both shared and private dreamwork. But while various hands- 

on methods are usually sampled in the study-group format, it lacks the consis¬ 

tent experiential tone of the second approach. 

There, the group members act primarily as catalysts for the dreamer, 

using techniques to help the latter become more intimate with the shared 

dream. Groups that have this experiential style tend to be more structured. 
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whether they stay with a single, preferred dreamwork method or opt to prac¬ 

tice several approaches. 

Ullman’s experiential dream group process*'* epitomizes the second ap¬ 

proach. Avoiding specific interpretive theories, it views dream images as met¬ 

aphors for feelings and assists the dreamer in connecting the imagery with the 

life situations that gave rise to it. Oilman maintains that dream appreciation 

“requires work and takes energy.” His group process has been carefully de¬ 

signed to enable the necessary work, while preserving the emotional safety of 

the dreamer.*^ 

At the heart of this method is a projective exercise in which the dreamer 

listens, while the rest of the group imaginatively try to make the dream “their 

own.” By exploring, in this way, the various feelings and metaphors suggested 

by the dream, they generate a pool of possible meanings to which the dreamer 

can inwardly respond. Afterwards, the dreamer has a chance to actively reply 

to the group s projections and then to engage in ^ kind of focusing dialogue 

with the group. 

A principle underlying Ullman’s method, and shared by most dream 

groups, upholds the exclusive authority of the dreamer when it comes to the 

meaning of a dream. Accordingly, the various methods are meant to stimulate 

the dreamer’s inner knowledge, rather than to impose understandings from 

without. Since a hallmark of grassroots dreamwork as a whole is its sheer di¬ 

versity of method, the full range of techniques cannot be encompassed in a 

chapter of this size. Unitarian-Universalist minister and dreamworker 

Jeremy Taylor has a delightfully inclusive attitude in the face of such abun¬ 

dance. He believes that “virtually all of the theories, styles of work, religious 

beliefs, community dream sharing practices, etc. of various cultures and peri¬ 

ods of history have been born out of and are focused on some aspect of the 

multiple, whole truth about dreams.”*^ In his book Dream Worl(, Taylor offers 

numerous practical hints for working with dreams alone and in groups, en¬ 

couraging dreamers to unravel the many threads of meaning contained in the 

tapestry of a dream. 

Cultural Implications of Dream Groups 

In mainstream American culture, to the extent that it values dreams, the cur¬ 

rent perspective is a therapy-centered one. It looks to one or another technical 

theory of dream interpretation and calls on an expert (the therapist) to make 

interpretive statements about the dream. It views the dream as a form of com- 
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munication productive of therapeutic insight but does not concern itself with 

the dream as a resource outside the consulting room. Grassroots dream- 

appreciation groups share the assumption that dreams have meaning, but 

they act on the belief that the value of dreams transcends the clinical context. 

They hold that dreamers themselves can appreciate the significance of their 

dreams without having to^ely on the interpretive guidance of experts. By thus 

widening the social framework within which we make dreams important, 

dream groups play a vital role in helping to raise our cultural appraisal of the 

dream. 

Yet the cultural function of dream groups goes beyond their promotion 

of the value of dreaming and to the kind of social interaction they encourage. 

This is suggested by the work of Alexander Randall on the effects of dream 

sharing on group cohesion.*^ Randall studied a group of fifteen people en¬ 

gaged in a month-long residential conference on themes relating to dreams, 

shamanism, and the work of the American psychic Edgar Cayce. Dream¬ 

sharing activities were part of the group s daily routine during the conference, 

and dreams were the primary focus of discussion. Randall discovered that 

“not only did the reflective nature of the dreams help to iron out interper¬ 

sonal differences, but the very act of sharing dreams put the members on a 

personal level of intimacy.”'* 

Dream groups can also help us in the scientific task of learning more 

about the phenomenology of consciousness. Regular work with dreams has a 

tendency to increase one’s sophistication as a dreamer, bringing about a wider 

experience of the full range of consciousness possible during sleep. Dreaming 

is not a “unitary phenomenon,”'^ as conventional wisdom would have us as¬ 

sume, and lucid dreaming, out-of-body experiences, and other qualitatively 

distinct states must be included on our cognitive map. Furthermore, by learn¬ 

ing to value our dreams, and by expanding our knowledge of dream states, we 

challenge the narrow cultural focus on the ordinary phenomena of waking.^" 

In addition, dream groups offer an excellent opportunity to begin ex¬ 

ploring the social and cultural dimension of the dream itself In one of his 

more recent contributions to this theme, Ullman says: 

Cultural anthropologists have long viewed dreams as useful instruments for 

studying the mores and value systems of exotic cultures. Logically, they should 

be as useful in the examination of our own society. Social in origin, our dream 

imagery has an intrinsic bidirectionality that points inwardly to the innermost 

and often hidden aspects of our personal being and outwardly to the source of 

their origin and to their possible connection to prevailing social realities that 

otherwise tend to be obscured from-view^' 
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An eloquent example of how and why we should attend to this “social 

intelligence” of dreams is provided by political scientist John Wikse.^^ He 

points out that in a social environment in which dreams are customarily sup¬ 

pressed, we tend not to be aware of our inner knowledge of how that environ¬ 

ment impinges on our feelings. But by sharing dreams “in a context in which 

it is possible to become reflective about the conditions and circumstances of 

social life,”^^ we gain access to that liberating intelligence. 

Part of the process of tapping the social and cultural dimension of 

dreams is using the information to reshape the outmoded myths and images 

we find there. Some feminist dreamworkers, for example, in exploring their 

identities through dreams, have sought to transform Jungian archetypal im¬ 

agery along less gender-stereotyped lines.^'* As psychologists David Feinstein 

and Stanley Krippner point out in their book Personal Mythology, “gaining 

a measure of autonomy from the limiting mythic images of your culture 

and from other early influences increases your,psychological freedom and 

strengthens your ability to cope with a rapidly changing world.”^^ 

In the broadest sense, dreamwork bas the capacity to help heal the col¬ 

lective wounds resulting from our social dividedness. Jeremy Taylor writes 

passionately about this transformative potential: 

As a community organizer I realized that dream work could bring people to¬ 

gether across all the barriers of race, age, sex, class, et al. to join in the work of 

changing society. I came to understand that dream work has the potential to be 

deeply “radical,” not only in the original sense of radix, getting to the “root” of 

things, but also in the political and social sense of dramatic transformation of 

collective fears, opinions, attitudes, and behaviors.^^ 

Finally, just as the therapy process is a common dream theme for those 

who are engaged in it, so is the dream-group experience often depicted in the 

dream lives of its participants. As with other aspects of the social world, we 

can learn more about the role of dream groups if we begin examining our col¬ 

lective imagery about them. I can offer a small start by reporting one of my 

own dreams, which occurred when I was regularly involved in experiential 

dream-group work. 

Our group met weekly in the living room of a Manhattan apartment, 

where there was a nice, but very undistinguished, carpet. Yet one night I 

dreamed that marking the area where we assembled was an Oriental rug of 

extraordinary subtlety and richness. While the transformative nature of this 

image speaks to my personal experience of dreamwork, it points to a larger 

meaning, as well. For as Taylor suggests, dream groups have a role in helping 

to enrich and repair the complex social fabric weaving us together. 

20 



David Feinstein 

TkeD 
AV^inJ 

ream as a 

ow on Aour Yc 

Evolving A^Lytkology 

3“ I • 

In the mysterious action of your dreams, recollections of the day’s 

events meet the deep mythology by which you make sense of the 

world. Because your personal myths determine what you perceive 

and how you interpret your perceptions, the ongoing flow of life experience is 

usually sorted and stored in a manner that affirms your existing mythology. 

Some experiences, however, collide with this mythology and the under¬ 

standing and guidance it offers.jjbreiins ar’?'a"primary arena for mediating 

such conflict It is also in dreams that the primal and spiritual impulses of the 

archetypal imagination may first come to challenge the prevailing mythic 

structure. In the ensuing battle, the reality by which you live is further formu¬ 

lated and refined. By attuning your waking consciousness to your dream life, 

you can watch your deepest mythology evolve.' 

Personal Myths and Psychological Development 

V Your personal mythology interprets the past, defines the present, and offers 

^ guidance for the future. Myths, in the sense my colleagues and I use the term, 

are noi falsehoods; they are the lens through which the human psyche per¬ 

ceives and organizes reality. Mythic thought, with its compelling symbolism 

and narrative, is the natural language of the psyche. A personal myth is a com¬ 

plex of images, emotions, and concepts, organized around a core theme that 

addresses at least one of the domains within which mythology traditionally 

functions. 
According to Joseph Campbell, these include; (i) the urge to compre- 
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hend one’s world in a meaningful way, (2) the search for a marked pathway 

through the succeeding epochs of human life, (3) the need to establish secure 

and fulfilling relationships within a community, and (4) the longing to know 

one’s part in the vast wonder and mystery of the cosmos.^ Personal myths ex¬ 

plain the world, guide individual development, provide social direction, and 

address spiritual longings in a manner that is analogous to the way cultural 

myths carry out these functions for entire societies.iPersonal myths do for an 

individual what cultural myths do for a community 0 

Mi^hology, culture, and consciousness evolve in tandem. One of the most 

’ provocativ^acts about human evolution is that while the structure of the 

brain has remained essentially unchanged for at least 40,000 years,^ conscious¬ 

ness has evolved dramatically.^or the human species, language and myth¬ 

making replaced genetic mutation as the primary vehicles by which individ¬ 

ual awareness and societal innovations are carried forward. Myth-making, at 

both the individual and the collective levels, is the fundamental though often 

unperceived psychological mechanism by which human beings order reality 

and navigate their way through life. 

A dilemma of the modern era is that the ability of cultural myths to 

adapt to new conditions has been outstripped by the rate of social change. At 

the same time, human beings have achieved greater autonomy than in any 

previous period of history for formulating distinctively personal mythologies 

and reflecting upon those mythologies. The lack of coherence in the culture’s 

mythology allows and, in fact, forces individuals to think and act for them¬ 

selves in ways that were unimaginable in the past. Major mythic shifts— 

regarding issues as vital as what it means to be a male, a female, a parent, a 

good citizen, or a success—are being hammered out today on the anvil of peo¬ 

ple’s lives. This places a tremendous burden on the individual to forge an un¬ 

charted path into the future without the benefit of the myths, rituals, and tra¬ 

ditions that have guided previous generations. 

\Since the mid-1970s, Stanley Krippner and Pfiave been developing an ap¬ 

proach for teaching people to turn within and engage with the' subme^ed 

personal mythology that is guiding their livesJ^We believe that a well- 

articulated, carefully examined personal mythology is one of the most effec¬ 

tive devices available for countering the disorienting grip of a world in mythic 

turmoil. By understanding the principles that govern your underlying myth- 

ology, you can learn to influence patterns in your life that once seemed pre¬ 

determined and went unquestioned. You become more capable of creatively 

adjusting to the bewildering disarray in today’s guiding myths. And you in¬ 

crease your capacity to stretch your mythology beyond the limitations of the 
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culture’s jumbled mythic images and beyond confining beliefs and self-images 

rooted in your own unique background. 

, ^ Dreams and Your Evolving Mythology 

Personal myths are the product of four interacting sources. The most obvious 

are biology (the capacities for symbolism and narrative are rooted in the struc¬ 

ture of the brain, information and attitudes are neurochemically coded, tem¬ 

perament and hormones influence belief systems), culture (the individual’s 

mythology is, to an extent, the culture’s mythology in microcosm), and ^personal 

history (every emotionally significant event leaves a mark on one’s developing 

mythology). A ,fourth source is rooted in transcendent experiences—d\6st &p\- 

sodes, insights, and visions that have a numinous quality, expand a person’s 

perspective, and inspire more enlightened behavior. 12 "yyU 

-transcendent experiences vary in their strength and significancejTheir 

most profound form is in the full-blown mystical or religious experience. 

William James reported that “mystical states of a well-pronounced and em¬ 

phatic sort are usually authoritative over those who have them. . . . Mystical 

experiences are as direct perceptions of fact for those who have them as any 

sensations ever were for us.”^ For Philip Wheelwright, “the very essence of 

myth [is] that haunting awareness of transcendental forces peering through 

the cracks of the visible universe.”^ 

Your personal mythology is continually changing as your construction of 

reality evolves over the course of your life. Dreams are both markers and 

agents in this process. Dreams synthesize, with the existing mythic structure, 

ongoing input from the biological, cultural, biographical, and transcendent 

sources of your mythology. From Freud and Jung to modern neurophysiolo¬ 

gists, the concept of synthesis has been used to describe an essential function of 

dreams. Anthony Stevens has summarized neurophysiological findings that 

suggest that this involves a vertical synthesis among the brain stem, midbrain, 

and cerebrum, and a horizontal synthesis between the cerebral hemispheres.^ 

In presenting their “activation-synthesis hypothesis,” McCarley and Hob¬ 

son note: 

Information from sensory systems, motor systems, information about the affec¬ 

tive states of the organism are all linked together and compared with informa¬ 

tion about the organism’s experiences in the past, its memoriesjpreams are not 

a result of an attempt to disguise but are a direct expression of this synthetic 

effort.*^ 
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The essential synthetic function of dreams in relation to the dreamer s 

developing mythology is that in dreams, the psyche interprets new experiences in 

terms of old and emerging mythic structures. As we will see, this formulation pro¬ 

vides you with a context for interpreting the meaning of your dreams and for 

better understanding your developing mythology as well. 

Dreamwork with a Mythological Perspective 

u 

f Ernest Rossi (1977) has observed that “since ancient times, dreams have been 

continually rediscovered as sources of higher, intuitive or more synthetic 

-^patterns of psychological growth and under stand ingJ^ Recognizing that indi¬ 

vidual dreams occur within an ecology of complementary and competing 

personal myths yields a powerful interpretive framework. Within that 

framework, most established dream techniques, ^uch as association, ampli¬ 

fication, and identification with dream symbols, may be gainfully employed. 

A principle of dream interpretation upon which most psychodynamic 

therapists agree is that dreams are best understood as an unfolding of the 

movement of the psyche and should not be distorted by highly intellectualized 

interpretations. My co-workers and I hold to this principle, while also want¬ 

ing you to sense the relationship between the continuity of your dreams and 

your developing personal mythology. So in providing you with an interpretive 

‘ framework, we also want to emphasize that your dream analysis not be overly 

intellectual or divorced from feeling. 

0 ‘^■^I^he focal point for understanding the development of your personal 

'jf mythology is the dialectic that occurs between a prevailing myth that has, in at 

least some respects, become dysfunctional and a counter-myth generated to 

compensate for the old myth’s limitations.’^ “Mythical thought moves from 

an awareness of contradictions toward their resolution,” explains Richard 

Cavendish, and it attempts “to mediate opposites and resolve them.”” Thus 

mythical thought is dialectical in nature. The thesis is the old myth, the an¬ 

tithesis is the counter-myth, and the synthesis is a new mythic structure that 

ideally integrates the most beneficial qualities of each into a higher order. A 

single dream may attend to any part of the dialect—old myth, counter-myth, 

new synthesis—or any combination. 

Initially operating outside of consciousness, counter-myths eventually 

crystalize into awareness and become increasingly influential. As the counter¬ 

myth develops, it poses a growing challenge to the old myth. These prevailing 
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and emerging mythic structures engage one another, although to a great ex¬ 

tent this dialectical drama is played out at an unconscious level. Much of our 

emphasis in helping people work with their mythologies involves bringing 

conscious attention to the underlying process. In such work, we particularly 

take heed of Jung’s suggestion that the best way to approach the unconscious is 

to attain a conscious attitude that allows the unconscious to cooperate, rather 

than to be driven into opposition.'^ We caution against clinging to the old 

myth—though sacrificing its longstanding promises and familiar world-view 

may be painful and produce anxiety—or attempting to sever oneself from the 

problems the old myth creates by clutching to a counter-myth and hoping 

never to look back. Paradoxically, in order to grow beyond an old myth, it is 

often necessary to accept the role it played in your life, understand the reasons 

you at one time needed it, and appreciate the valid messages it still holds. 

' (i~, [preams often provide the first glimpse of shifts in an individual’s myth¬ 

ology^ a process whose form we have found to be both lawful and predictable. 

When there is a discrepancy between your mythology and a new experience, 

your dream life will attempt to resolve the incongruity. Some dreams settle the 

difference by reinterpreting the experience so it will fit the existing mythic 

structure, a process analogous to Piaget’s concept of assimilation.'^ Other 

dreams activate changes in the mythology so that it may better correspond to 

the new experience—similarly to Piaget’s notion of accommodation. Such 

dreams highlight ways the mythic structure is failing you, or at least failing to 

adequately account for your experiences. Other dreams generate alternative 

mythic structures, counter-myths, to account for new experiences and an un¬ 

folding sense of possibility. Still others mediate between older mythic struc¬ 

tures and these emerging alternatives. Dreams also may be a conduit for 

archetypal material and may serve as an arena for the encounter between 

existing mythic structures and the deeper mythic imagination. 

Dream Symbols in the Context of Your Evolving Mytholocjy 

If you recognize that dreams occur within a psychological environment 

of evolving, often conflicting personal myths, your efforts toward self¬ 

understanding occur in a larger context. Ongoing developmental tasks are 

seen as part of an unfolding mythic drama. From this perspective, the symbols 

and events in your dreams can be interpreted according to the following 

framework. 
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A Mythic Vramewofrkjor Interpreting Dream Symbols and Events 

DREAM FUNCTION 

r *iL 

V reconstruct 
Ni 

D past 
O- 

/' 
process 

TEMPORAL recent 

FOCUS events 

consider 

possible 

futures 

create and integrate 

sustain strengthen conflicting 

old myth counter-myth myths 

As the chart suggests, dream symbols and events may serve to sustain a 

prevailing myth, create or strengthen a counter-myth, or facilitate the resolu¬ 

tion of a conflict between prevailing and emerging myths. (We emphasize the 

^ream’s temporal focus to clarify that whether the dream is dealing primarily 

with an old myth or an emerging myth^or a reconciliation of the two, is inde¬ 

pendent on the dream s setting in place or time. Old-myth dreams may be set 

in the past, present, or future, as may counter-myth dreams and resolution 

dreamsQv dream may, for instance, entertain future possibilities according to 

the assumptions of an old myth or according to a new integration of pre¬ 

viously competing myths. Past events may be reinterpreted from the perspec¬ 

tive of an emerging counter-myth. Or an old interpretation may be affirmed 

according to the prevailing myth. All nine combinations shown on the chart 

are possible, andifoany dreams include a mixture of symbols and events repre¬ 

senting several of the categorie^The value of the grid is in the perspective it 

offers for teasing out the meaning of a particular dream symbol or event in re¬ 

lationship to a changing mythic panorama. 

There are strong parallels between this framework and the research 
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findings of Rosalind Cartwright,'^ who identified a nightly pattern in which 

the initial dreams tend to review unresolved concerns from the day. Next are 

dreams that consider scenes from the past in which analogous problems have 

previously been confronted; then come wish-oriented dreams in which there 

is a sense that the conflict has been resolved. The final dreams attempt to inte¬ 

grate the various elements of this dream sequence into a viable resolution of 

the conflict. 

This process is a nightly microcosm of the framework presented here for 

understanding how your mythology evolves over time. When conflict emerges 

between what you experience and the mythology you hold, your dream life 

will bring this unresolved conflict into focus. Dreams attempting to fit the ex¬ 

perience into old mythic structures will follow. If these attempts fail, other 

dreams will reveal and develop a wish-oriented counter-myth. Eventually, 

these conflicting myths engage in a dialect process that functions to bring 

about a resolution, a higher order integration of the most viable elements of 

each of them. The following discussion will present in greater detail these pri¬ 

mary mythological functions of dreams: sustaining a prevailing myth, creat¬ 

ing or strengthening a counter-myth, and facilitating a resolution between 

the two. 

Sustaining a Prevailing Myth 

A forty-two-year-old woman who carried overbearing parental injunctions 

had the following dream the evening after she proudly announced to her 

therapist some progress in liberating herself from those injunctions. / was 

walking down the street in a sort of run-down neighborhood when / noticed two 

men on motorcycles, both pretty stocky, pretty good size. One of them said “You’re 

coming with us!’ 1 said, “No I’m not,’’ but I felt absolute terror when he spoke to me. 

Like the motorcyclists in this dream, many dream symbols reveal that 

the old myth is still a potent force, new attitudes and beliefs notwithstanding. 

These dreams maintain a psychic economy by supporting prevailing myths 

that are being challenged by new experiences. In such dreams, we see Piaget’s 

process of assimilation in operation. The woman’s newfound experience of in¬ 

dependence came into conflict with the domination of her internalized par¬ 

ents, and the dream attempted to diminish her experience of autonomy by 

portraying dominating figures who invoked terror in her about acting inde¬ 

pendently of their wishes. By casting doubt on her sense of independence, the 

dream served as a force toward discounting the progress she was feeling. 
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Her first response to the dream was to reframe her recent successes so 

they could be assimilated into her existing mythology without changing that 

mythology: “It makes me feel I’m not really so independent after all, and I’ll 

bring trouble my way by acting as if I were.” Her perceived behavioral changes 

were thus assimilated into her old mythology, with the overall effect that the 

disparity between her perceptions and her existing mythology was decreased 

in the direction of strengthening the mythology. We can see here the potential 

value of having an interpretive framework that recognizes the dream as an at¬ 

tempt to shore up the old myth rather than a statement from the unconscious 

that recent progress is illusory. 

If the dream life is unable to assimilate new experiences into old mythic 

structures, the equilibrium of the cognitive system becomes upset. The vital 

function of dreams capable of assimilating difficult experiences is suggested 

by research evidence. One laboratory study showed that after a mildly un¬ 

pleasant experience, people who dreamed about the experience {incorporators) 

woke with improved mood, frame of mind, and willingness to again approach 

an unpleasant problem, as contrasted with non-incorporators, who did not 

dream about the experience.'^ Another study, however, revealed that dream¬ 

ing about a highly unpleasant experience (a gory film about accidents was 

shown to subjects before going to sleep and again upon awakening) may in¬ 

crease anxiety and interfere with future adaptations to stress.'^ In the first 

study, the dreamers were apparently successful in assimilating the stressful 

event, while in the second study they were not. 

Dreams that involve a struggle to assert the validity of a prevailing myth 

that is being challenged by an emerging structure often feel defeating and 

hopeless and leave the dreamer drained of energy and vitality. Dreams that 

support the old myth may be set in the past, present, or future. If set in the 

past—such as when a childhood friend appears—old myth dreams present 

evidence that affirms the myth’s validity, despite contradictory recent experi¬ 

ences. Old-myth dreams set in the future may serve to maintain the prevailing 

mythic structure by providing a vision of its continued domination, frequently 

portrayed with a sense of fatedness. Such future-oriented old-myth dreams 

may be as upsetting as a visit from Charles Dickens’ “ghost of Christmases yet 

to come.” Other old-myth dreams rework recent experiences. Freud observed 

that often, in dreams, “residues of the previous day have been left over from 

the activity of waking life, and it has not been possible to withdraw the whole 

cathexis of energy from them.”'^ The most universal psychological function of 

dreams is, in fact, to assimilate “day residue” into existing mythic structures. 
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Creating or Strengthening a Counter-Myth 

Prevailing myths do, through the action of dreams and other mechanisms of 

the unconscious, frequently distort perceptions and interpretations of experi¬ 

ences that are not consistent with their premises. Such systematic distortion of 

experience, however, pa’^es the way for a counter-myth that will challenge the 

original myth, as we will examine here. Another condition that allows 

counter-myths to emerge has to do with the way prevailing myths are con¬ 

tinually accommodating themselves to new experiences. Many old-myth 

dreams, rather than distorting experiences that do not fit the myth, adjust, re¬ 

fine, and update the myth itself. Sometimes, however, the old structure has 

been so thoroughly revised that a limit to the input it can accommodate has 

been reached, beyond which, according to Piaget, “the cycle forming the 

scheme would rupture.”'® Experiences that do not match the myth then be¬ 

come more likely to exceed what Piaget called the schemas accommodation 

capacity, and a higher-order cognitive structure becomes necessary. 

Creating a counter-myth is one of the psyches primary mechanisms for 

raising the existing mythology to a higher order.'^ When new experiences are 

not congruent with reality as constructed by the prevailing myth, when they 

exceed that myth’s accommodation capacity, or when living according to the 

myth’s dictates has consistently resulted in negative reinforcement, the condi¬ 

tions are set for the emergence of an alternative way of constructing reality. 

Experiences that are distorted or ignored because they clash with a prevailing 

myth are often unconsciously recognized and stored. Research evidence cited 

by Epstein demonstrates that mental content may be perceived and encoded 

without awareness.^" When experiences that are inconsistent with the person’s 

mythology are thus dissociated, they may become the core of a new mythic 

structure that organizes perceptions in a manner quiet contrary to the pattern 

of the old myth. Epstein explains that dissociated material forms its own sub¬ 

system, which is insulated from the remainder of the conceptual system. 

We refer to this new subsystem as a counter-myth because it is based 

upon experiences that represent a counterpoint to the existing mythology. 

While the counter-myth may remain outside of conscious awareness for a sub¬ 

stantial period of time, additional experiences that are discordant with the 

prevailing myth may increase its mass until it breaks into consciousness, often 

in dreams, fantasies, or changes in self-concept. 

A single dream may contain symbols or portray events that serve to 

maintain an old myth, while other symbols or events in the same dream are 
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fortifying the counter-myth that challenges it. In the above dream fragment, 

figures representing the power of the dreamer’s old myth did appear and were 

terrifying, but she was also able to tell these figures she would not go along 

with their wishes. A subsequent portion of the dream gives further expression 

to the counter-myth that was emerging in her inner life. As the dream pro¬ 

ceeded, there was a confrontation in which the dreamer killed the first motor¬ 

cyclist, and then: the second man started running over toward me, and Ipicl^ed up 

the same weapon that I had used on the other man and I thrust it into his chest, and I 

remember feeling it sin\ in, it was a real strong feeling. It probably only too\ a split 

second but I remember it going into the flesh and then stopping, and it hnoched him 

bacl^wards and / l^neeled over him. He said to me, "/ don’t thinly I’m going to die, I 

have too much life in me.” And I said to him something libe, “Oh yes you are!” At the 

time I said that I felt really pleased, really glad that I had billed him and that he 

would soon bnow he was going to die. So I had this victorious feeling. I was phys¬ 

ically over him and I had slain the enemy. 

Here we see the old myth being symbolically and dramatically overcome 

by a counter-myth that supports a deeper voice than the parental injunctions 

that characterize the former. Counter-myths may be modeled largely after the 

myths of others who have an influence on you, may be rooted in a developmen¬ 

tal readiness to accept more advanced myths from your culture, or may be pat¬ 

terned after an intuitive perception of deeper wisdom or archetypal images. 

Counter-myth dreams often have a wish-oriented quality. The woman 

wanted an end to her captivity in parental injunctions. Freud noted that some¬ 

times “the activity of waking life during the course of the day has led to the 

stirring up of an unconscious wish.”2' Counter-myths, initially oriented 

around frustrated needs or unfulfilled desires, are often based upon the logic 

of wish fulfillment. 

But within the counter-myth may also be found the seeds of constructive 

action and developmental progress, which emerge not only in reaction to 

thwarted wishes, but also in compensation for inadequacies of the prevailing 

mythic structure. In Jungian analysis, in fact, the dream is understood to be 

compensation “by which the unconscious expresses in symbolic form a bal¬ 

ancing or homeostatic reaction to the one-sided position of the conscious 

attitude.”^^ 

Montague Ullman has summarized the purpose of such dreams, in 

which “new levels of self-revelation are struggling to gain expression in an 

area where outmoded techniques of self-deception are beginning to weaken 

and crumble.”^^ Counter-myth dreams, with their strong sense of success or 

triumph, may, however, quickly shift to feelings of distress as the old mythic 
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Structure works to reestablish its domination. The woman who had the 

dream about killing the figures representing her overbearing old myth con¬ 

tinued; “I was really feeling good [in the dream] and then all of a sudden it hit 

me, ‘Oh my god, what have you done; you’ve killed two people.’ And the worst 

part was not just that I’d killed them but that I was feeling so good about it.” 

Dreams in the service of the counter-myth typically feel hopeful, opti¬ 

mistic, even inspirational, though they are usually lacking in practical guid¬ 

ance. Like old-myth dreams, counter-myth dreams may invoke a sense of 

past, present, or future. Some rework past disappointments and defeats, rein¬ 

terpreting them in a more affirming and optimistic manner. This provides an 

alternative to the self-limiting definitions of the old myth. Other counter¬ 

myth dreams interpret the experiences of the day as evidence of the counter¬ 

myth’s promise. Counter-myth dreams also may portray future possibilities, 

full of hope and the promise of wishes fulfilled though lacking in the practical 

guidance of integration dreams. 

Integrating Conflicting Mythic Structures 

Once a counter-myth has become well-formulated, the psyche has the task of 

resolving its inevitable, often intensifying conflict with the prevailing mythic 

structure. This is the third function of dreams in relationship to the way per¬ 

sonal myths develop. In the above dream segments, besides fortifying the old 

myth and exercising the counter-myth, the dream is also bringing the two 

into a direct confrontation. In a segment of the dream that occurred between 

the two segments described above, a dialogue took place between the figures 

representing the old myth and the counter-myth. The woman had gone into a 

sort of warehouse, and after having killed the first man, she reports; / was 

really relieved and triumphant. I was sitting resting after this and I looked out the 

window and his friend, a sandy-haired man who looked a little younger, was climb¬ 

ing up a ladder to get in the back window. He said “guess who’ and he laughed. I 

said to him “You might as well go all the way.” The feeling I had at that point was 

not fear so much but I kind of had respect for him, that he was coming to avenge his 

friend's death, that he wasn’t running away, and I felt we were equal, we were a 

match, and I was almost revved up for the competition. 

While the dream reflects only the beginning of her resolution process, 

you can sense how the dialectic is proceeding. In subsequent dreams, the old 

myth was represented in less menacing ways, and some of its strengths, such as 

its purpose of giving the dreamer protection, were integrated into her emerg- 
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ing mythology. Piaget spoke of the “reciprocal assimilations and accommoda¬ 

tions” that occur between subsystems, eventually leading to mutual integra- 

tion.^'* This is how the dialectic proceeds, and dreams often reveal the process 

in action. 

Dreams that primarily serve an integration function tend to produce a 

calming, peaceful feeling, and they often provide guidance that is practical 

and realistic. Resolution dreams, like old-myth dreams and counter-myth 

dreams, may be set in the past, present, or future. When set in the past, they 

may reveal a new way to approach the current conflict based on the way a pre¬ 

vious conflict was resolved. One man reported new insight regarding difficult 

feelings he was having about his boss after dreaming about a fifth-grade 

teacher he at first hated, but with whom he eventually became very intimate. 

Resolution dreams that focus on current difficulties sometimes provide very 

specific guidance about steps to take that embody the strengths of both the old 

myth and the counter-myth. Resolution dreams set in the future may show a 

circumstance in which the conflict has been resolved and provide metaphori¬ 

cal instruction about how to accomplish such a resolution. 

■ V ■ 

Systematic Work with Your Dreams and Myths 

^ N-VSTV'' \i0- \ 

There are three kinds of resolution dreams. The first focus primarily on the 

way the old myth and the counter-myth engage one another; the second are 

concerned primarily with presenting ari image of a new myth, a higher-order 

synthesis of the most viable elements of the old myth and the counter-myth; 

and the third show how to bring that new synthesis into daily life. Old-myth 

dreams, counter-myth dreams, and the three kinds of resolution dreams each 

have a parallel in one of the stages of a five-stage model my co-workers and I 

use for helping people work with their evolving mythologies. 

The first stage of our model for teaching people to work more con¬ 

sciously and effectively with their guiding mythology involves recognizing 

when a guiding myth is no longer an ally. Conflicts in the person’s inner life or 

outer world are traced back to a prevailing myth that is out of date, is steeped 

in internal discord, is causing conflict with one’s world, or is otherwise creat¬ 

ing difficulties. Old-myth dreams, which often leave the dreamer drained of 

energy and feeling hopeless or defeated, may signal the area of the person’s 

mythology that is requiring attention in this first stage of the process. 

Counter-myth dreams, and their disparity with the dreamer’s waking life, 

may similarly point toward underlying mythic conflict. 
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In the second stage, the conflicting myths are brought into focus. The 

historical roots of the long-standing prevailing myth are identified and the 

circumstances leading to the emerging counter-myth are explored. Again, 

both old-myth and counter-myth dreams inform the process during this stage 

of the work. It is in the very areas in which the persons mythology is not 

working well, as identified in the first stage of the program, that the psyche is 

typically generating a counter-myth, often below the level of consciousness. 

We teach people how to investigate those fledgling mythic structures, examine 

their potential contribution, and consciously participate in promoting their 

wholesome development. 

The third stage of the program is dedicated to promoting the natural di¬ 

alectic between the prevailing myth and the counter-myth. Energy is focused 

on bringing resolution to their conflict. The task in this stage, once the dif¬ 

ferences between both sides have been highlighted, is to promote a process of 

deep reconciliation where the best of each side is integrated and elevated into a 

new and more effective mythic image. The counterpart to this stage of the 

work is seen in resolution dreams that focus primarily on the way the old 

myth and the counter-myth engage one another. 

The fourth stage of our program has its parallel in those resolution 

dreams that are concerned primarily with presenting an image of a new myth. 

In this stage, a new mythic image that integrates the most vital elements of the 

prevailing and emerging myths into a higher-order synthesis is articulated, 

refined, and anchored into ones being. The final stage of our program has its 

analog in those resolution dreams that show how to bring this new synthesis 

into the practical world. In this stage, the task is to take concrete steps for 

weaving the renewed mythology into daily life. 

While we have developed a program of personal rituals for assisting peo¬ 

ple through each of these five natural stages in the evolution of personal 

mythology, the five kinds of dreams provide an organic parallel to the model. 

Attending to your dreams from the perspective of your evolving mythology 

sheds light on both your dreams and your myths. James Hillman has sug¬ 

gested: “Let us reimagine psychodynamics as mythic tales rather than as phys¬ 

ical processes; as the rise and fall of dramatic themes, as genealogies, as voy¬ 

ages and contests and respites, as interventions of Gods.”^^ Understanding 

your dreams as the poetics of underlying mythic inspiration, conflict, and res¬ 

olution yields a penetrating and systematic framework for perceptively en¬ 

countering the mysteries of your dream life. 
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Many well-informed and educated people continue to insist that dreams are 

“nonsense” and “without meaning” and that dreamwork may be dangerous 

to one’s mental health. Philosopher Edward Erwin observes. “It might turn 

out that dream analysis is not only of little clinical value, but is actually harm¬ 

ful, although at present this is speculative.”' Nobel laureate Francis Crick and 

neuroscientist Graeme Mitchison assert that “attempting to remember one’s 

dreams should perhaps not be encouraged, because such remembering may 

help to retain patterns of thought which are better forgotten.”^ 
As a first rejoinder, let us bury the claim that dreams are meaningless. 

If dream content is devoid of meaning, why have scientific studies detected 

differences when two or more groups have been compared.? For example, 

Robert L. Van de Castle reported a striking relationship between the percent¬ 

age of dreams containing one or more animals and the dreamers’ chronologi¬ 

cal ages. Younger people, especially children, dreamed about animals more 

frequently than older dreamers. However, when the focus was shifted from 

the United States to groups of native peoples, there were cultures in which no 

difference was found between children and adults regarding animal content, 

probably because contact with animals in these societies was common among 

both age groups.^ In addition. Van de Castle studied the Cuna Indians in Pan¬ 

ama, noting that their dreams included very few acts of aggression against 

other people—a trait also noticeable in their daily lives.'' 
People in developing countries, living in areas with high-density popula¬ 

tions where food is often scarce, have axi-unusually low frequency of food con- 
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sumption in their dreams,^ a finding that appears to refute Freud s notion of 

“wish fulfillment”—that we dream about those activities that we most desire. 

Instead, the data support Alfred Adler’s proposal that there is a continuity be¬ 

tween dream life and waking life. 

Robert Levine studied three groups of male Nigerian students and 

found that dream content differed in relation to their tribal background. For 

example, the Ibo culture has a value system and social structure favoring up¬ 

ward mobility of its members. The Hausa culture does not support social mo¬ 

bility and individual achievement, while the Yoruba culture takes an inter¬ 

mediate position. Dream reports from Yoruba students contained more 

achievement themes than those of Hausa students but less than those of Ibo 

students, exactly what one would predict if dreamtime reflects waking life.^ 

Several studies demonstrate that people undergoing episodes of depres¬ 

sion have more dreams set in the past than do nondepressed people. Further, 

depressed dreamers report more content characterized by masochism, depen¬ 

dency, and blandness of emotion. If the depression begins to lift, however, 

dream content changes; for example, more feeling and emotion begin to ap¬ 

pear in the dreams.^ 

These studies and dozens of others indicate that dreams generally mir¬ 

ror waking activities and that people’s dreams reflect detectable differences in 

age, gender, and cultural background. Those individuals who denigrate 

dreams insist that they “are full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.” The 

next time you hear anyone make this claim, ask how he or she would explain 

the comparative data collected by Robert Van de Castle and other dream- 

workers. 

On the other hand, there are no conclusive studies demonstrating that 

psychotherapists who pay attention to dreams are more helpful to their clients 

than are those who ignore the language of the night. Psychotherapy is a diffi¬ 

cult process to study, and many researchers have claimed that there is no in¬ 

controvertible evidence that it changes attitudes and behavior for the better.* I 

believe that rome data are beginning to emerge supporting the efficacy of psy¬ 

chotherapy,^ but admittedly the task is a difficult one. 

In the meantime, I believe that the use of dreams in therapy and healing 

can serve a beneficial purpose, and this section explores the way that dreams 

help people deal with life issues and problems. It opens with humanistic- 

existentialist psychologist Alvin R. Mahrer’s perceptive discussion of the use 

of dreams in psychotherapy and proceeds with descriptions of psychoanalytic 

and Jungian approaches to dreamworking by Wynn Schwartz and June 

Singer, both of whom are psychologists and psychoanalysts. Schwartz points 

38 



DREAMS IN THERAPY AND HEALING 

out that psychoanalytic doctrines are not etched in stone, but are constantly 

evolving; Singer describes how Jungian dreamwork attempts to reconcile the 

conscious and the unconscious, the internal and the external worlds. 

P. Erik Craig, a psychologist, demonstrates the trend away from Freud s 

emphasis on dream content as disguise and toward the adaptive, problem-solving 

nature of dreams originally'suggested by Jung and Adler. To close this section, 

one of our psychology graduate students at Saybrook Institute, Adam Zwig, 

presents several approaches that use the dreamer s body as the point of depar¬ 

ture in dreamworking. 

Space did not permit the inclusion of some other important psycho¬ 

therapeutic approaches that emphasize the use of dreams. Especially notable 

is the holistic approach of Alfred Adler, who viewed dreams as purposeful 

and who stressed their congruent relationship to the lifestyle of the dreamer.*® 

Adlerian psychotherapists do not preoccupy themselves with unconscious 

strivings but with the total experience of the dreamer, using the dream to de¬ 

tect the client s private logic, biases, and errors in thinking. For Adlerians, the 

dream is not significantly different from waking thoughts; like all thought, it 

becomes part of the process of rehearsal for future activities and achieve¬ 

ments.** 

Walter Bonime’s work, in part, is derived from Adlerian principles. In 

Bonime’s culturist (or interpersonal) approach to dreamworking, the dream is 

an unguarded expression of oneself.*^ It is not a disguise but, perhaps, an un¬ 

censored and therefore authentic self-presentation. I agree with Bonime that 

dreams express the individuals shifting self-images, emotions, motivations, 

attitudes, and actions. As a result, “Indications of what is newly materializing 

in the personality may be discerned in this sleeping experience.”*^ 

The storehouse of experiences shared by members of the same culture 

combine with subjective, idiosyncratic elements in creating a dream. Recipro¬ 

cal effects bring the therapist and client together in the dreamwork process, 

enhancing the clients capacity for cooperation and honesty.*'* In addition, 

many therapists have found Gestalt,*^ object relations,*® psychodrama, and 

various transpersonal approaches*^ of use. 

In 1989, eminent dreamworker Montague Ullman articulated several 

premises underlying his work with dreams in therapy and healing.** I agree 

with him, and I believe that the authors of these chapters would share most or 

all of Ullman’s premises as well. 

I. Dreams are internal communications that reveal certain truths about the 

life of the dreamer that can be md Je available once the dreamer is awake. 
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2. If we recall a dream, we are in some sense ready to be confronted by the 

information in that dream. 

3. If the confrontation is allowed to occur properly, the effect is one of heal¬ 

ing, and there can be a movement toward wholeness. 

4. Although the dream is a private communication, its sharing in a safe, 

supportive context can provide a powerful opportunity for therapy and 

healing. 

5. Dreams can be made accessible. Anyone with sufficient motivation and 

interest can learn, develop, and share dream working skills. 

In Part Three, Ullman presents his guidelines for teaching dreamwork. 

In the meantime, these five premises portray the battle between dream- 

workers and those debunkers who brand reports from dreamtime as “mean¬ 

ingless” and refer to dreamwork as wasted effort'. 
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Tke Role of D 

in Psyckotkerapy 

reams 

This chapter focuses on three questions: (i) What is the current 

status of dreams in psychotherapy? (2) What are the uses of 

dreams in psychotherapy? That is, what are the main objectives 

that therapists want to obtain from their client’s dreams? (3) What are the 

main methods used in dream work? That is, what are the main ways in which 

therapists get whatever they find important to obtain from dreams-^Overall, 

the purpose of this chapter is to enable the reader to appreciate the role, or 

perhaps roles, of dreams in several approaches of psychotherapy. 

The Current Status of Dreams in Psychotherapy 

If we look at the whole field of psychotherapy, counseling, and guidance, only 

a relatively small proportion of practitioners use dreams. Even including 

therapies in which only a portion of a few sessions deals with dreams^my im- 

pressionjs that dreams are used in perhaps 10 to 15 percent of psychotherapies. } 

When we limit our field to those psychiatrists, psychologists, and social 

workers who agree that what is occurring is “really psychotherapy,” I would 

estimate that dreams are used by only about 15 to 20 percent of psychothera¬ 

pists, and this includes those who devote limited attention to dreams over a 

few sessions. Dreams are not a premium item in the field of psychotherapy. 

This does not represent any reduction of popularity. It is my impression 

that roughly the same proportion of psychotherapists have used dreams over 

the past fifty years. 
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A Few Psychotherapies Rely Heavily on Dreams 

Similarly, a few schools and approaches to psychotherapy use dreams exten¬ 

sively. In Jungian analysis, dreams are a featured medium of psychotherapeu¬ 

tic work. Dreams are also important in psychoanalysis, although some psy¬ 

chotherapists are concerned about a possible waning of the popularity of 

dream work.' Dreams are used substantially in such psychotherapies as exis¬ 

tential therapy. Gestalt therapy, experiential therapy, and others', but it is in 

Jungian analysis that the use of dreams predominates. With therapists who 

follow dream-friendly approaches, perhaps 8o to 90 percent or more use 

dreams, and dreams may be used in about one-third to one-half (or more) of 

their sessions. 

In general, these approaches hold that the very process of dreaming is 

^therapeutic because dreaming carries out a function of regulating, balancing, 

^tegrating, healing, or adapting some aspects of^the psyche. For example, 

Jung claimed that if waking life emphasizes the Cognitive aspects of ones per¬ 

sonality, dreaming tends to emphasize the emotional side. If waking life tends 

to highlight social interpersonal relationships, dreaming regulates and bal¬ 

ances this by highlighting the personal and self-focused side of the dreamer s 

personality.^ Other therapists have observed that if one has suffered a shock, 

trauma, or severe stress, dreaming carries out a process of healing or working 

through these issues.^ 

Some Therapeutic Trends Are Not Dream-Friendly 

A modest proportion of therapists think of the entire human personality as 

containing a hidden deeper part, which lies outside of conscious awareness. 

This idea is represented by the classical psychoanalytic “unconscious,” which 

plays a rather large role in determining what clients do and who they think 

they are. For therapists who picture personality in this way, dreams constitute 

what Freud called the royal road to the unconscious; therefore, they are pre¬ 

cious.'* Nor is this picture restricted to classical psychoanalysis. As long as the 

theory includes some deeper, hidden component, the dream can be valued be¬ 

cause it is a road into this unknown aspect of the psyche. 

On the other hand, many current trends are turning away from this con¬ 

cern with the unconscious. Instead, they emphasize the conscious thinking 

and behavioral aspects of personality; family, society, or culture; or neurologi¬ 

cal, physiological, or chemical factors. Perhaps a majority of contemporary 
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therapists accept a picture of personality that has little or no place for a deeper 

unconscious component; therefore dreams are not seen as especially valuable. 

Even in contemporary psychoanalytic approaches, the emphasis on ego psy¬ 

chology, object relations, and self psychology has taken some of the steam out 

of the importance of dreams.^ Such current trends in psychotherapy are not 

especially friendly to the use of dreams, and dreams are not especially valued 

by therapists using these approaches. 

Therefore, over the past fifty to eighty years, dreams have continued to 

be used by a relatively stable proportion of therapists, some of whom rely 

heavily on dreams, with about half their sessions involving dreamwork. At the 

other extreme are those therapists who rarely engage in any substantial 

dreamwork. Overall, dreams are used predominantly in therapies that aim at 

deep-seated and profound personality change. It seems safe to say that those 

therapists who value dreams tend to use them a great deal, while those who 

see little value in dreams use them sparingly if at all. As a result, there is a 

sharp division among therapists on the issue of working with dreams. 

The Uses of D reams in Psychotherapy 

What do therapists seek from working with dreams? What are dreams? 

What are dreams used for in psychotherapy? Dreams are used in various 

ways, which differ substantially from one another, and for quite different 

purposes. 

Messages from “Alien” Sources 

In many ancient cultures, <^reams were thought to be messages from the 

gods.^ Although this point of view is no longer generally accepted, some thera- 

pists^^ept dreams as being messages from various “alien” sources. In Jungian 

analysis, for example, some dreams are seen as revealing the dreamer s health 

status as well as the condition of various bodily organs.^ Jung also acknowl¬ 

edged that a client may occasionally have a dream that comes from and be¬ 

longs to some other person such as a spouse, parent, or sibling. In Jungian 

analysis, the most common alien source is contained in those dreams with col¬ 

lective significance that transcend the client’s day-to-day life. These are 

known as archetypal dreams, and they contain symoblic meanings repre¬ 

sented by a common image or activity that has a teaching function as well as a 

spiritual quality. 
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Problem Solving 

Some therapists emphasize the problem-solving potential of dreams. Before 

falling asleep, the client formulates a meaningful question, typically about 

some personal problem, for example: “Should I go through with the preg¬ 

nancy or have an abortion?” “Should I accept the position in the family firm 

or strike out on my own?’(in the light of this personal question, the therapist 

and client study the dreams of the next few nights to see if they contain 

ansvyers.® 

Sometimes there is no explicitly formulated question when the client is 

ready to go to sleep. Instead, there is a more-or-less continuing question that 

carries over for many therapy sessions: “My marriage is getting worse and 

worse; should I end it and get a divorce?” “Should I stay with this boring job 

or should I go back to school?” If this question hovers over the therapy ses¬ 

sions, the dream can be examined to see if it offers answers to what the client 

can do or should do, or at least might seriously consider doing. The therapist 

uses techniques that bring these tentative answers to the dreamer’s problems 

into waking consciousness, where they can be evaluated and, perhaps, 

adopted. The problem-solving function of dreams is utilized by therapists 

representing many dream working approaches.^ 

Facilitating Personality Change 

Some therapists will focus on dreams in which change occurs in the dream it¬ 

self, taking one of many different approaches. In one such approach, the 

dreamer is understood as undergoing substantive personality change in the 

dream itself, transforming into a new and different person.The new be¬ 

haviors are then worked through and reinforced in waking life. 

Secondly, change occurs when the dreaming person is aware that he or 

she is dreaming and may even be able to direct what occurs in the dream. 

Having rehearsed these activities in “lucid dreams,” the dreamer is often bet¬ 

ter prepared to make changes in waking life." 

In a third approach, dreamers interact with some other dream figure 

who represents them, either a figure they resemble or a figure who might 

symbolize them.*^ In all three approaches, the therapist can use the person¬ 

ality changes that occur in the dream as a model for the client to follow. For 

example, clients may be asked to imagine going back into the dream, observ¬ 

ing the new behavior, and identifying ways to make that shift in waking life. 

Through role-playing, the client can rehearse those activities with a therapist. 
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Projections into the Future 

In ancient times, dreams were often used to foretell the future. There are re¬ 

sidual offshoots of this predictive function in many contemporary dream ap¬ 

proaches. In some psychoanalytic approaches, the dream may be used as an 

anticipation of imminent phases of development.*^ In the Jungian approach, 

some dreams are seen as providing a prospective anticipation or plan of what 

the unconscious holds in store. 

Sometimes, the therapist can use a series of dreams to monitor and pre¬ 

dict the overall process of personality change, facilitating the next step in the 

client’s development based on information in the dreams. For example, the 

therapist may monitor how a client’s dreams reflect the working through of a 

trauma following a child’s sudden death and do whatever may be helpful in 

complementing the healing process. 

Most psychotherapists who use dreams attempt to obtain information from 

them regarding a client’s personality. Not only can dreams provide material 

about the surface personality traits of a client, but they also can reveal a client’s 

deeper conflicts and life issues. 

^Sometimes dreams reveal material of which the client is largely un- 

av^re. For example, the therapist and the therapeutic process may appear di¬ 

rectly or symbolically in the dream. Dreams can then be taken as reflecting 

the nature of the relationship between therapist and client.'^ Dreams that oc¬ 

cur quite early in therapy are thereby taken as especially indicative of attitudes 

toward starting therapy and the feelings the client harbors toward the thera¬ 

pist.'^ Dreams occurring toward the end of therapy may portray the client’s 

feelings and attitudes toward termination. q 

:^he dream often provides information about the client’s unconscious 

conflicts, impulses, and wishes^One of the most compelling uses of dreams is 

to elicit information on the hidden netherworld of the psyche, the client’s re¬ 

pressed desires and problems. Some therapeutic approaches, especially Freud¬ 

ian and Jungian analysis, count on dreams to illuminate the material that ex¬ 

ists outside the dreamer’s conscious awareness. Each school of dream therapy 

has its own version of this hidden, unconscious material and how the dream 

allows the therapist to obtain necessary information. 

The dream also provides inforntation about the client’s inner potentials 

and capacities, indicating the type of individual the client can become. The 
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therapist can use this material to identify directions and talents that are 

avoided or are simply latent in the client s waking life,'^ as well as emerging at¬ 

titudes and goals that are worthy of replacing old ones,'* and the qualitatively 

different personality the client is capable of becoming.*^ In such approaches as 

experiential therapy, Gestalt therapy, and existential therapy, the deeper per¬ 

sonality is comprised of possibilities, capacities, and potentials rather than (or, 

at least, in addition to) negative repressed and unconscious impulses and 

conflicts. 

How Therapists Obtain Useful Dream Material 

If the therapist uses dreams as the arena in which substantive personal change 

occurs or to provide the functions of healing, regulating, and integrating the 

psyche, he or she does not need particular ways^ of obtaining the useful mate¬ 

rial from dreams. Sheer dreaming is enough. But this is not the most common 

way of employing dreams in psychotherapy. Most therapists need ways to ob¬ 

tain useful material from the dream. 

Each of the following methods is unique. Most therapists rely on one or 

two of them, because they are tied to what the therapist wishes to gain. 

-A Finding Symbolic Meanings and Reinserting Them into the Dream 

According to this method, each dream is made up of elements or components 

that are seen as having symbolic meaning. The first step is to select those par¬ 

ticular elements that are considered to have symbolic meaning. Since not 

every element (and not every dream) has such meaning, this is a matter of 

organizing the dream into its components and then selecting which elements 

are to be used to arrive at symbolic meanings. 

The second step is to use a system for arriving at the meaning. Several 

prominent systems exist to achieve this goal, among them the Freudian, 

Jungian, and object relations systems. This task is complicated by the princi¬ 

ple that many elements often have multiple symbolic meanings, even within 

the same overall system.^" 

The final step is to reinsert the symbolic meanings of the selected ele¬ 

ments into the overall dream context in order to arrive at the meaning. If the 

therapist selects two, three, or more elements and arrives at the symbolic 

meaning of each, the essential overall meaning depends on the proper way of 
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reinserting the symbolic meanings back into the overall dream content. The 

same symbolic meanings will yield different meanings depending upon the 

context. 

Finding the ‘^Essential Distinguishing Characteristics” and 

Reinserting Them into the Dream Context 

This method is used by several dream workers,^' but its leading proponent has 

been Medard Boss.^^ Instead of regarding elements as having symbolic mean¬ 

ing, this method maintains that the meaning of an element lies within the ele¬ 

ment itself. Again, the first step is selecting the key elements, then identifying 

the “essential distinguishing element” of each selected item. What is the es¬ 

sential distinguishing element of a snake, a jungle, a king, a beard, a picnic, or 

the color white.? Almost inevitably, the answers will be different from their 

potential symbolic meanings. Once the therapist arrives at these characteris¬ 

tics of each selected element, the final step is to reinsert these meanings into 

the overall dream context, thereby arriving at the dream s meaning. 

"L • Discovering the Clients Ideas about Selected Parts of the Dream 

The therapist, client, or both select a part of the dream or the clients associa¬ 

tions to the dream upon awakening. The dream can be used as a whole, al¬ 

though there is controversy about the value of this procedure.^^ 

Once the part has been selected, the client expresses his or her thoughts 

and ideas about it. These may relate to that portion of the dream, or they may 

meander to a series of related topics. Then the therapist makes some sense of 

this series of thoughts and ideas, as well as the entire flow of associations. The 

therapist may look for themes, may search out symbolic meanings, or may use 

other ways of making sense of the client s statements. It is the therapist s way of 

making sense of the client s flow of ideas that leads to an understanding of the 

dream. 

The Client Becomes the Dream Elements 

In the psychoanalytic, Jungian, Adlerian, existential, and other dream 

schools, there is a belief that an understanding of the dream can derive from 

the meaning that the dreamer has attributed to figures and objects other than 
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the dreamer. Fritz Peris elevated this assumption into his chief method of 

dreamworking. He proclaimed, “All the different parts in the dream are 

yourself, a projection of yourself.”^'* 

Accordingly, this method consists of the clients “being” various ele¬ 

ments in the dream—getting inside each element, becoming it, acting it out, 

and adopting its thoughts and feelings. As a result, the client supposedly be¬ 

gins to reown and reclaim those projected (and often rejected) portions of the 

personality. 

The Client Enters into the Feeling in the Dream 

This “experiential approach” assumes that the dream contains an underlying 

experience that is present and available in its moments of peak feeling.^^ Ac¬ 

cordingly, the client reenters the dream at the mpments of peak feeling, to re¬ 

live it even more deeply and fully, and continue until he or she reaches a point 

of new inner experience. And it is this inner, deeper experience that forms the 

core of the kind of person the client can become. 

These are some of the major methods of using dreams in psychotherapy. 

Each can be instrumental for particular therapists, clients, or therapy goals. 

The method that therapists choose depends on how they use dreams and on 

their notion of the nature of the dreaming process. In recent years there has 

been a growing interest in dreams on the part of the general public. Perhaps 

more clients will bring dreams to their therapists, and the use of dreams in 

therapy will increase. 
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Psychoanalysts have attempted to understand and interpret) 

dreams ever since Freud first created psychoanalysis. Psycho-^^^^*-' 

analysis is both a method of psychotherapy and a group of histor- 

Jcally developing psychological theories. Along with the continuing evolution 

of psychoanalytic theory, there have been frequent revisions in the various 

ideas that analysts hold about dreams. In this chapter, I will mention some of 

these changing ideas about the dream, giving particular attention to the sig¬ 

nificant place the interpretation of dreams has had in psychoanalytic treat¬ 

ment. I will also indicate how the psychoanalytic practice of attending to 

transference and resistance rather than any particular theory of dreams that 

psychoanalysts might also hold gives the psychoanalytic interpretation of 

dreams its unique properties. 

The validity of psychoanalytic work is not primarily dependent on any of 

the historically particular psychoanalytic theories but rather on the special na¬ 

ture of psychoanalytic clinic practice. Historically, psychoanalytic clinical 

practice has remained more constant than psychoanalytic theory.* Later in 

this chapter, the basic clinical concepts of transference and resistance will be 

clarified in a theory-free formulation. 

Freud’s Theory of the Repressed Childhood 

Origins of the Dream 

As early as the 1890s, Freud found reason to believe that adult psychopathol¬ 

ogy had its origins in childhood fantasies or traumas that had been uncon- 
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sciously repressed. Freud thought that traumas stimulate unconscious for¬ 

bidden wishes that are isolated and kept from resolution by the normal 

association to other ideas and feelings (that is abreaction and the processes of 

“working through”). He also believed that certain repressed fantasies are the 

result of forbidden wishes generated either by a traumatic encounter or by a 

“universal” psychological process such as the Oedipus complex. The basic pat¬ 

tern of the Oedipus complex is a family drama in which a child ambivalently 

yearns for possession of the opposite-sex parent while fearfully competing 

with the parent of his or her own gender. 

By 1900, Freud also held that adult dreaming had as a motivation a con¬ 

flict between the need to sleep and the defensively distorted and unresolved 

memory of some of these same childhood events. He thought that sleep was 

an essential restorative state and that dreams allowed safe expression of press¬ 

ing unresolved memories and impulses.The dream itself is constructed as a 

compromise between the need for expression and the need for sleep. With this 

theory, dreams, as well as slips of the tongue, bungled actions, and neurotic 

symptoms, became Freud s primary texts in his exploration of unconscious ac¬ 

tivity. Following this belief, the dream also became a place where Freud could 

look for clinical evidence of the specific childhood origin of a particular pa¬ 

tient’s neurosis. His theoretical link was his idea that unconscious content was 

timeless—that is to say, unaltered by the passage of time and unordered by 

sequence. 

If, as Freud assumed, dreams have their motivation from more-or-less 

disguised childhood wishes, his interpretation of dreams gave him an empiri¬ 

cal or observable basis for his clinical theory of neurosis. Currently, however, 

there is good reason to question some of this as it bears on the reasons for 

dreams. Whereas Freud claimed to have discovered a childhood motivation 

“behind” the dream, this discovery may have been as much a consequence of 

his desire for an inclusive and coherent theory as of his carefully conducted 

clinical investigations. Freud listened to the associations given by his psycho¬ 

analytic patients and asked that they attempt utter honesty in revealing the 

contents of their awareness during the psychotherapeutic session. The attempt 

to reveal “free association” is the fundamental activity that the patient will try 

to accept, evade, and so on. Freud believed that this activity, which includes 

the revealing of dreams, would allow for a construction of origins. 

Freud listened to the dreams and associations of his patients and inter¬ 

preted them by listening to their rhythm and pattern, their similarity to other 

thoughts and feelings, and his own associations to them, and, increasingly as 

his work advanced, by their transference and resistance implications. All of 
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this therapeutic activity has a piotential validity separate from the various the¬ 

ories used in understanding and explaining the practices. 

I do not make the claim that analysts do not learn about their patients’ 

unconscious activities from their dreams, but rather that it is not necessary to 

assume that the dream originates in a childhood wish in order to understand 

it psychoanalytically. I am .also not saying that dreams do not reveal material 

that is helpful if the analyst intends to construct a biography of the patient’s 

childhood. Distorted or clear childhood wishes might be recognized or con¬ 

structed from a patient’s dreams, but this is a matter of empirical possibility 

and not a formal necessity. Childhood events and concerns might be involved 

in a specific dream. The analyst is free to make interpretations and con¬ 

structions about the patient’s childhood if there is evidence that is personally 

meaningful to the patient. However, analysts use what they hear in dreams to 

make other sorts of interpretations as well. 

Freud’s Drive Theory of the Dream 

Freud’s conception of the unconscious was that it exists as a group of memo¬ 

ries and instinctual drives organized by what he called the primary process.^ 

The instinctual drives organize these memories into wishes that are repressed 

or made unconscious because they are in some fashion forbidden or overly 

traumatic. The wish was Freud’s psychological equivalent to the biological 

drive. The contents of these wishes are memory traces—structures that in 

their most complete form are an association of words, images, and affects of 

pain or pleasure. This psychological content remains in a permanent uncon¬ 

scious storage but, under the sway of the primary processes, is able to undergo 

transformation and presses for immediate expression in action or thought. 

An individual defends against this instinctual satisfaction, as it appears in the 

form of a discharge of image and feeling. There is conflict built into the 

system. 
Unconscious content may become connected to elements of current 

memory, or day residue. This connection can be based on almost any principle 

of similarity. The connection does not have to be intrinsically significant, and 

apparently trivial waking experiences and thoughts can serve as an escape 

valve for the unconscious content. This content, repressed because it was trau¬ 

matic and beyond the developing child’s ability to master, is then discharged in 

the disguised form of dreams, slips of the tongue, bungled actions, and neu¬ 

rotic symptoms. The disguise is a consiequence of the persons continuing need 
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to avoid recognizing the memory as a memory of an actual childhood trauma 

or fantasy because this would disturb sleep. 

The memory unit itself is capable of transformation through displace¬ 

ment, condensation, and symbolization. Primary process allows for the memory 

unit of image, word, and affect to separate into subunits and recombine 

through displacement and condensation into a form different from that of the 

original memory. Freud s concept of displacement was that an affect or emo¬ 

tion originating with a particular memory could recombine with the image or 

sounds of a different memory. Condensation worked on the model of the 

Gabon photograph, in which similar negatives are stacked one on top of the 

other before a print is made. The resulting image combines elements of both 

negatives with their common features amplified. 

Freud organized this theory along an energic parameter in which cer¬ 

tain thresholds of “energy” must be exceeded in order for an element to reach 

consciousness. Condensation and displacement also had to create energy levels 

in combination with the “energies” still existing in the day residue to allow for 

conscious attention and discharge. This “metapsychology” of energy has been 

rejected by many psychoanalysts on both philosophical and physiological 

grounds. 

A central claim of drive theory is that a traumatic or forbidden memory 

can be discharged safely when it is censored and disguised. The censorship in 

dreams is a result of a vigilant set of preemptive moral concerns known as the 

superego, which remains somewhat active even during sleep. Freud first de¬ 

veloped this model of unconscious transformation in his concept of the 

“dream work,” which provided him with a model that he then applied to both 

the exploration of dreams and his analysis of neurotic symptoms. In effect, by 

using this model of the dream as containing a distorted childhood representa¬ 

tion that had been stored in a timeless unconscious, he was able to argue that 

the dream could supply evidence of the childhood events that created the neu¬ 

rosis. Of course, this requires interpretation of the dream’s apparent or man¬ 

ifest content into its disguised or latent content, but Freud and other psycho¬ 

analysts have always had other ways of hearing dreams as well. 

For Freud, the repeating nightmare as a symptom of a traumatic distur¬ 

bance was the only dream that had some of its central motivations in events 

beyond childhood.^ The war neurosis and the traumatic neurosis was always 

recognized as exceptions to the doctrine of the childhood origin of neurosis in 

that these conditions are precipitated by traumatic experiences beyond the 

adult’s ability to psychologically cope. In response to overwhelming trauma, 

nightmares occur that disrupt sleep’s restorative function. When these dreams 
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offer uncensored and overwhelming versions of the actual trauma, they liter¬ 

ally wake a person up. Freud held that the nightmare is repeated over and over 

as the ego tries to actively master a passively experienced trauma that cannot 

simply be repressed. For Freud and the psychoanalytic community that fol¬ 

lowed him, dreams have always been seen as involved in some sort of function 

significant to adaptatiorr, resolution, psychological synthesis, and so on. Freud 

viewed the nightmare as a psychological action that attempted to restore 

adaptive function. Its repetition is an inherent part of the ego’s adaptive func¬ 

tion of attempting to turn passivity into mastery through self-generated 

activity. 

Two Meanings of Dreams 

Dreams are remembered before or during the time they are related to the 

analyst, This higjfiigh^jhe^ct that analysts do not work with dreams di¬ 

rectly, but rather with the memory of the dream as it is told by the patient. 

Freud recognized this in his concept of the dream narrative as a secondary revi¬ 

sion, which carries the dream content another step from its supposed latent 

content. The classical Freudian view is that the dream has a manifest content 

created by the transformation of an underlying unconscious latent content 

and that this manifest content is further subjected to a secondary revision 

when the dream is told. 

Stein has pointed out that this revision allows the patient to make use of 

the roles of critic, editor, and plagiarist in the presentation of what was 

dreamt.'* Clearly, this telling is shaped by the patient’s varying needs for co¬ 

herence, attention, deception, and other factors influenced by the transference 

and resistance. What is told to the analyst is shaped not only by the dream’s 

original content but also by the dreamer’s feelings about the dream and in the 

context of the complexities of the relationship to the analyst. Transference and 

resistance can always be an aspect of the dream told to the analyst. 

The psychoanalytic view of dreaming has been attacked by some profes¬ 

sionals as an orientation that requires the dream to be generated by and trans¬ 

latable back into latent and hidden childhood wishes. Although some analysts 

hold this position and find it clinically useful, it is possible to do psychoana¬ 

lytic work without being bound by a search for “latent” childhood content as 

the dream’s motivation. Generally, however, p^choanalysts do ally themselve^ 

with two positions, the_first of which is thaWlreams are meaningful. This 

position has been supported by considerable clinical practice. The second 
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position, less well established, is that dreams have an adaptive function beyond 

merely providing interpretable content. 

If dream interpretation is not by any formal or theoretical necessity a 

search for some childhood event that has undergone distortive transforma¬ 

tion, the interpretation of the dream can remain with the manifest dream, its 

associations, elaborations, and analytic context. Clinical and laboratory 

research indicates that the manifest dream content consists of psycho- 

dynamically meaningful content. Practically speaking, analysts always have 

paid attention to manifest content, although they may sometimes feel that this 

content stands for something else that is “deeper.” Freud held that dreams are 

tied to Oedipal or pre-Oedipal experiences or unresolved later trauma, and 

indeed they might sometimes be. This is a question that is open for research. 

However, in research done over the last decade at the Boston Psychoanalytic 

Society and Institute, it has been established that manifest dream content in¬ 

volves the direct, metaphorical, or symbolic representation of ongoing prob¬ 

lems or dilemmas in the dreamer’s life.^ These problems might follow from 

the dreamer’s childhood, but they are directly understandable given the 

dreamer’s self-experienced current dilemmas, which in the case of a person in 

psychoanalysis naturally involves the dilemma of analysis itself. 

The Boston group also found that sometimes there is a more-or-less suc¬ 

cessful resolution of the dilemmas represented in the dreams. There was also 

some evidence that the presence or absence of a problem’s resolution affects 

the dreamer’s later waking life. Essentially, the Boston group’s point of view is 

that what is dreamt about is what is found by the dreamer to be problematic 

or in need of resolution. In listening to dream content with an empathic ear 

tuned to the patient’s dilemmas and styles of attempted resolution, the analyst 

is in a position to help understand how people are finding and creating their 

worlds of personal concern. 

The Psychologies of Drive, Ego, Object, and Self 

Freud’s narrative of his psychoanalytic dream studies was like that of an ex¬ 

plorer using the dream as a vehicle in which the listening therapist and the pa¬ 

tient could travel to the latter unconscious and childhood past, where the as¬ 

sumed origins of neurosis remained. Through empathic and nonjudgmental 

interpretation, the analyst could attempt to make these unconscious memo¬ 

ries and wishes conscious. The adult patient, no longer as vulnerable as a 

child, would have a chance to come to terms with these matters from a more 

secure position. Further, the analyst’s empathic stance would provide an op- 
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portunity to think and feel things through with less fear, shame, and guilt 

than if the patient assumed there was something forbidden or evil about these 

thoughts. 

Freud s clinical theory assumed that certain instinctual drives associated 

with zones of the developing body and in the form of sexual or aggressive 

wishes are forbidden direct expression in childhood. These drives can be 

stimulated by natural developmental processes, such as the Oedipus complex, 

or by “toxic” environmental occurrences, such as seduction or abandonment. 

What makes them significant for dream formation is that they involve experi¬ 

ence that, if it became conscious, would be more than a child could handle. 

An overwhelming adult trauma is analogous. Freud’s clinical theory also al¬ 

lowed for the transference of these same drive-generated yearnings onto the 

analyst, who is then represented accordingly in the patient’s dreams. 

Historically, as psychoanalysis developed, interest began to shift from 

drives or forbidden wishes toward the relationship between wishes, defenses, 

and adaptation. With these concerns the analyst turned to the patient’s ego. 

This term is the concept for a collection for activities and attributes that con¬ 

sciously, preconsciously, or unconsciously regulate the major psychological 

functions. Self-control, adaptation, planning, and affect regulation are among 

its central activities. But most essentially the ego is the site of the attempted 

resolutions of the dilemmas of the intrapsychic and the interpersonal worlds, 

grappling with the contradictory demands of the superego and id. Freud’s ego 

psychology involves an id with its instinctual sexual and aggressive urges, de¬ 

sires, and wishes in conflict with the superego’s unconsciously enacted repre¬ 

sentations of parental and cultural prohibition and constraint. 

Psychoanalysts listening to dreams and their associations from the per¬ 

spective of ego psychology observe how conflict is characteristically repre- 

sented. They wonder whether and how it is resolved. They also speculate on 

what the dream representations suggest about other situations in the patient’s 

life, including childhood, and almost always wonder how the analyst and the 

psychoanalytic encounter might be represented, during which they attended 

to the the issue of transference. When they hear themes that can be interpreted 

in terms of the patient’s restricted freedom of thought and feeling, they attend 

to resistance. 
Psychoanalytic practice consists of one person, the analyst, facilitating 

another person’s attempts at verbal free association, especially by interpreta¬ 

tion of transference and resistanc?> The analysis of the resistance is the inter¬ 

pretive act of understanding, pointing out, clarifying, and sometimes con¬ 

fronting and explaining why there ar^restrictions in the patient’s “freedom of 

association.” Restrictions in freedom can occur consciously or unconsciously. 
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although psychoanalysts have traditionally been most interested in uncon¬ 

sciously motivated limitations and inhibitions. 

The analysis of the transference is the interpretation of the relationship 

between analyst and patient, with specific reference to why the patient has 

particular associations, feelings, and resistances within the context of an idio¬ 

syncratic or personal vision of the analyst. Naturally, the patient s important 

past relationships will figure into this. Thus the analysis of the resistance in¬ 

volves understanding why there are restrictions in association of thought and 

feeling, and the analysis of the transference involves understanding why the 

quality of the present analytic relationship facilitates the specific associations 

and resistances that occur.^ 

The dream representations are psychological objects, as is the psycholog¬ 

ical field of the dream itself. The dream content involves particular objects, 

processes, events, concepts, affects, and relationships. This entire state of af¬ 

fairs of “actors” and “stage” is subject to critical inquiry. When the analytic 

focus is on the themes of intimacy, merger, closeness, individuation- 

separation, dependency, dyads versus triads, and so on, the relevant psychoan¬ 

alytic theories are concerned with object relations. Is there a figure represented 

in the dream.? Is the figure lonely, alone, happy, terrified, desperate, erotic, 

secure, engulfed, strong, enraged, or autonomous.? Does he or she resemble 

mother, father, sister, or brother.? 

If the field of the dream is cohesive, fragmented, or narcissistically rele¬ 

vant in terms of self-esteem, idealization, ambition, admiration, and so on, 

the analyst may be attending to the concepts found in psychoanalytic self¬ 

psychology. And as psychoanalysis continues to evolve, there will be more per¬ 

spectives through which the dream may be viewed. 

Analysts listen to the drpams and associations told to them and wonder 

what purpose the telling serves. They try to determine why a dream is related 

at a particular time, what else is happening in the patient s life that makes the 

dream understandable, and most importantly, what it says about the ongoing 

psychoanalysis. The analysis may be five-day-a-week, fifty-minute meetings 

of intense personal investment. Therefore, expecting to be an object of the pa¬ 

tient’s dreaming does not signal an analyst’s vanity. 

Interpretation, Dreams, and the Unconscious 

The psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious and the clinical act of inter¬ 

preting resistance and transference are interdependent. In interpreting some¬ 

thing psychoanalytically, the analyst recognizes in the patient’s associations 
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something that the patient does not consciously recognize and then renders 

that recognition less problematic. Traditionally this has been stated as a trans¬ 

formation of the unconscious into the conscious, when the focus has been on the 

availability of self-knowledge, and the transformation of id into ego, when the 

focus has been on competence, including the competence to tolerate one’s own 

cognitive and feeling states. From this perspective, resistance invoves the un¬ 

conscious barriers to self-knowledge and competence. 

Freud’s advice is still heeded.^ Patients are asked to associate to the feel¬ 

ings or images present in the dream—to the whole or to some part of the 

dream that may bear on issues of current emotional significance. Usually, 

however, analysts let patients do as they wish, and they may wonder whether 

the telling of the dream itself is an act of resistance or avoidance in contrast to a 

desire to understand more. Generally the patient already knows the dream 

that is to be told to the analyst, so the dream-telling could be used to avoid 

anything new and unexpected from happening during the therapeutic hour. 

As Roy Schafer has reminded analysts, “. . . true dream analysis must be open 

to the unexpected; otherwise there is no point in doing it.”* 

Feelings of pain and pleasure have had an especially central role in tradi¬ 

tional psychoanalytic dream interpretation. Although Freud felt that the 

dream narrative reflected the experience of distorting transformation, he also 

held that affects are not transformable except when displaced onto new ob¬ 

jects.^ This observation grounded in early theory has kept analysts especially 

attuned to what patients say about what they feel in the dream even if it some¬ 

how seems out of place given the other content.'® Often patients will appear to 

feel or to remember a feeling that is inconsistent with their verbal reports, and 

analysts speculate about this too. 

The interpretation of symbols is an especially thorny piece of psychoana¬ 

lytic clinical theory. Freud was clearly a Lamarckian believer in the inheri¬ 

tance of acquired characteristics. He felt that symbols were part of a deeply re¬ 

pressed ancestral heritage common to humans. This position rarely has been 

accepted by other analysts. Generally, analysts seem to view symbols as an as¬ 

pect of the general cognitive ability to create likeness and metaphor, and with 

this belief no one-to-one correspondence between symbol and object is re¬ 

quired. Psychoanalysts are not fond of “dream dictionaries,” except perhaps as 

providers of hints to culturally common usage. 

Psychoanalytic interpretation is an action that centers on the uncon¬ 

scious acts of the patients as they appear during analysis. Seen this way, the un¬ 

conscious is a state of affairs constructed by the analyst and patient and used 

during the study of the patient’s transference, resistance, and other disclaimed 
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or unknown actions. A major implication of this viewpoint is that the concept 

of the unconscious is a domain of possible fact that in order to become con¬ 

scious must first be constructed. The interpretation of the unconscious is a so¬ 

cial activity in which one person thinks that he or she sees what the other 

doesn’t. But for therapeutic interpretation to be effective, both parties must be 

ready to share. 

Another implication of this view of a mutually constructed unconscious 

is that the unconscious is not an object or domain filled with a specific content 

for which there is only one correct understanding. The same necessarily holds 

for dreams. Just as there are various versions of psychoanalytic theory, there 

are various correct interpretations of dreams possible at any given moment. 

Descriptions, constructions, and interpretations are always and only versions 

of the possible. They are of value to the extent that they are useful and help the 

analysis to progress. 

The psychoanalyst listening to a patient’s dreams may find that the 

words and images are understandable given the'patient’s current dilemmas. 

Conversely, a patient’s current problems may be made more understandable 

given what is heard in his or her dreams. I have suggested in this chapter that 

dreams involve a representation of the problems and issues that confront us 

whether or not they are primarily motivated by a childhood memory or wish. 

Nonetheless, a person’s manner of framing the world has a history and devel¬ 

opment leading back to childhood. Dream content may be motivated by cur¬ 

rent concerns, but it is good to remember that concerns are characterized by 

the personality of the dreamer. Character and personality may develop 

throughout a person’s life, but the psychoanalyst generally believes that the di¬ 

lemmas of childhood are crucial in setting the course. 

Freud’s position has kept the analyst interested in the dream’s place in 

the dreamer’s developmental history and as a representation of the dreamer’s 

resolution of the conflicts between the real world and personal life, which nat¬ 

urally includes the problems that come with biology and sexuality. These, of 

course, are among the most significant matters that confront the psychoana¬ 

lytic therapist and the issues that inhibit, distort, and motivate the patient’s 

quest for greater freedom. Freud still provides us with excellent reminders in 

our efforts to understand the dream’s place in our lives. 
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Dream work is and always has been an important part of Jungian 

analysis. Dreams are seen as compensatory to our conscious atti¬ 

tudes, for they occur at times when the defenses we employ to cope 

with a problematic world are put away, and sleep opens the door to that other 

world where all that consciousness cannot accept awaits an opportunity to ex¬ 

press itself. Yet a trace of consciousness remains, even in sleep, as a guardian of 

the gate to devilishly transform the messages from the dream side into codes 

that have to be deciphered to elicit their meaning. When we waken, we have a 

choice; let sleeping lions be, or take the risk to discover the energy and power 

of the dream. 
The analytic process is based to a large extent on breaking down into its 

polar opposites something that is essentially whole. For example, we divide 

the psyche into “consciousness” and “the unconscious.” We talk about rela¬ 

tions between the ego and the unconscious, subject and object, individual self 

and world self, within and without, and so on—always as though the op¬ 

posites were two different and basically irreconcilable things. Nevertheless, 

the task in analysis is supposed to be to reconcile them. We are told that in 

analytic work we are to attempt to make unconscious material conscious; but 

we are also told that the unconscious is so vast, and most of it so unknowable, 

that we can never make iX.fully conscious. We must strive to establish relations 

between the ego and the unconscious, yet the ego is so small and the uncon¬ 

scious so vast that we cannot expect to understand unconscious material com¬ 

pletely. Analysis requires polarization or dualism—always the protagonist 

and the adversary; always the struggle, the hero’s quest against the dark forces 

that would undermine him, the heroine’s effort to activate her special powers. 
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Surely there is some virtue in taking the psyche apart (metaphorically) 

and identifying the various pieces in their relationship to one another— 

especially in cases involving psychopathology. Even an automobile has to be 

taken apart sometimes when it will not operate properly. However, the auto¬ 

mobile will not function except when it is working as a whole; the value of its 

parts lies in their being in a correct functional relationship to one another. 

And so with the human organism. 

For certain purposes it is useful to identify the “parts.” If one wants to 

correct the human organism when it is malfunctioning, it is important to 

know what its components are, how they are organized, and how they func¬ 

tion. This pertains not only to the body but also to the structural maps of the 

psyche and to enough different views of psyche and body to avoid the predica¬ 

ment of the blind men, each of whom insists on his individual perceptions of 

the nature of the elephant. So there is value, when training therapists, to teach 

about psychic process by identifying the “parts of the psyche.” However, if we 

stop there, we stop with the five-finger exercises and will never play the 

concerto. 

When I was invited to contribute to this volume, I decided to sleep on the 

offer before responding. This is the dream I had that night. 

I have a small child, a newborn baby, and my husband and I are utterly de¬ 

lighted. We are busily rearranging our house to accommodate the child. My husband 

is doing most of the caretabjng; he’s very busy cleaning up the house, washing the 

windows, and preparing a place for the child. I’m very excited and feeling very spir¬ 

itual, also extremely tiredfrom just having given birth to the child. 

The next morning it occurs to me that I haven’t fed this child, I haven’t dia¬ 

pered it, 1 haven’t done anything for it. I’ve just been rejoicing about the child. I go 

into the child’s room and the child is in its little crib, but it has grown tremendously. 

It is now the size of a one- or two-year-old. I decide I’d better change the child’s dia¬ 

per. I go to get a damp cloth to wash the child, and when I come bac\ the child is 

moving about and then gets up and wallas. I thin\ to myself, "This child is one day 

old and it’s already walking!’ By now it’s talking, too, in a fairly coherent adult way! 

I’m a little surprised, but I thin\ that with two such intelligent parents, it’s really not 

that surprising. 

I’m thinking about that when all of a sudden I’m jerked into being awake. It’s 

early in the morning and my first analysand is ringing the doorbell. I let the person 

in, but I’m somewhat disoriented because ofhaving been awakened so suddenly. We 

go into the room where I ordinarily see my clients and I find twin beds made up 

there. I’m embarrassed, because ordinarily there are no beds, but a couch and a chair 

in that room. It dawns on me that the dream I had was so realistic that all during the 
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night I must have been moving furniture to ma^e room for the child. The only thing 

I can do—and it seems so ridiculous—is to say honestly to my analysand, ”Loo/^ I 

had a dream last night that I had a baby, and it was so realistic that I must have got¬ 

ten up in my sleep and moved the furniture around, so we’ll have to go into my study 

and I’ll see you there instead of here’.’ In my study the furniture has been moved 

around and there is extra furniture there. It’s totally chaotic. But we manage to find 

places to sit. I thinks to myself how realistic dreams can be, and how awful it was that 

I got carried away with this dream and let it becoi^e so real that it intruded into my 

life and interfered with my carrying on my analytic worl{. I can hardly get through 

the analytic hour, so filled am I with emotion. 

Suddenly the alarm goes off. I am back in my usual bed, really awake. I 

realize that the whole episode with the baby was a dream, as was the whole 

episode with the analysand and the furniture moved around, and in reality 

everything is as it was. The dream was a dream, and the dream within it was a 

dream. Then I say to myself, “So this is reality!” And then I think about the 

Hindu god Vishnu, reclining in the interval between several creations, having 

withdrawn the universe into himself. In my mind s eye I see him within the 

golden egg in his threefold aspect: as himself, as the serpent Ananta Sesha 

who forms his bed, and as the cosmic ocean upon which he and the serpent 

float. All creation is like a dream within him, ready to manifest from the po¬ 

tentiality of the primordial waters, as he exhales. I think, Vishnu dreamed the 

whole world, and maybe all that we do is a dream. Perhaps true reality is an 

entirely different kind of consciousness from the world of insubstantiality 

that the Hindus call maya, and that we take for substance. 

Reflections on the Dream 

My first impulse was not to try to interpret the dream in any methodical way, 

although I am sure that the dream would lend itself to the classical Jungian 

method. I have used these methods over the years and found that they sharp¬ 

ened my perceptions and gave me a structure within which to work. But more 

recently I have learned that if I do not begin grinding away at the interpreta¬ 

tion of a dream according to the rules I have been taught, but allow the dream 

to have its own way with me (or with my analysands, if it is their dream), then 

I begin to enter another state of awareness, in which the dream delivers its 

own message. 
With the dream I have just related, I allowed myself to be open to the 

question of what its overwhelming sejise is. The first part, the joy of having the 
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child, evoked the strongest feeling. Then there was the surprise that although I 

did not really take care of the child; it grew by itself in a fantastic way. There 

was some support from my husband, yet I did not have the feeling that he actu¬ 

ally took care of it. I felt I made space for the child but that it grew indepen¬ 

dently of my efforts and took care of itself. 

The next strong feeling was the confusion. I had moved all the furniture 

without having been aware of it. There was this whole autonomous side of me 

of which I had no consciousness whatever. 

Lastly, I recalled that I had not committed myself to writing a chapter on 

dreams but had decided to sleep'on it, waiting for some sign from the un¬ 

conscious. 

I had a couple of associations to the dream. The first was that I had 

planned to see my first analysand that morning in my study, since I had some 

company over the weekend that had necessitated rearranging some furniture 

in my consulting room. As far as having a baby, I associated to that a new pro¬ 

ject that I had begun to work on, which was growing and developing very 

quietly, and I had felt pregnant with it. 

I realized that I could not seek an interpretation of the dream on an ob¬ 

jective level, that is, by taking the objects in the dream as literally representing 

themselves. It simply would not fit the facts of my life: I was unmarried at the 

time and past the age of childbearing. It would be necessary to look at the 

dream from the subjective level, in the sense that Jung used this term: 

The whole dream work is essentially subjective, and a dream is a theatre in 

which the dreamer is himself the scene, the player, the prompter, the author, the 

public, and the critic. This simple truth forms the basis for a conception of the 

dream’s meaning which I have called interpretation on the subjective level. Such 

an interpretation, as the term implies, conceives all the figures in the dream as 

personified features of the dreamer’s own personality.' 

So the elements of the dream are symbolic representations of the 

dreamer. I am in a creative process, and there is a “brainchild,” or a child of 

the spirit, growing inside me. Just as Buckminster Fuller once pointed out, af¬ 

ter conception an embryo does not have to be told how to develop into a baby, 

how many hands and how many feet to grow; so the child of one’s own 

creativity does not have to be forced or prodded or fitted into a pattern of what 

some “public” is supposed to be buying this year. The creative process is a 

function that involves making space for what is growing within, living in a 

way that provides stimulus and nourishment, and then letting the “child” 

speak for itself. 
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Our Holistic Humanness 

The nature of our humanness is holistic. No matter how fragmented we may 

feel at times, the psyche inevitably seeks wholeness. I have long been troubled 

by the disjunction between consciousness and the unconscious in the analytic 

tradition. The dream o^the child provides an example of this disjunction. We 

have been told that dreams are “unconscious material”; yet if I have a dream, 

can remember it and repeat it, is it unconscious material? The dream that I 

presented was fully conscious to me, yet it occurred while I was asleep, surely 

not the state of ordinary consciousness. But I cannot say that even then it was 

fully unconscious because, as my associations showed, there were elements in 

the dream that were clearly related to my conscious processes during the day. 

It appears that one is neither altogether correct in saying that the dream is un¬ 

conscious material nor in saying that it is conscious material. The dream is not 

something that can be located in one or the other area, conscious or uncon¬ 

scious. Rather, it makes more sense to speak of a dreaming process that tran¬ 

scends the apparent dichotomy of consciousness and the unconscious. 

Whenever we break down things, concepts, or dreams analytically, we 

divide unitary realities into parts and pieces. If we concentrate our efforts on 

taking the dream apart into its components, we may very well lose its impact. I 

recalled the delight in my voice at having given birth to the child. The energy 

vibrating in me overcame the fatigue I felt after the actual labor. This was a 

feeling I could recognize. I did not need to dissect the dream to know that the 

project I was engaged with was going to demand a great effort from me, but 

that it would be a labor of love. I could also see that I needed to make space for 

the work, and that the “child” would grow of itself. I could follow the energy- 

in the dream and so experience the absurd self-confidence that is required of 

anyone who embarks upon a creative task that is unconventional by its very 

nature and has little if any external support. This is how I could say, half- 

seriously, “Why shouldn’t this child be able to speak, with two such intelligent 

parents!” 

Levels of Consciousness 

But then I found myself in another level of the dream. Within the dream I be¬ 

lieved that I had awakened, and that I was paying with my confusion for the 

delight I had experienced in my absorption with my child—I was now dis¬ 

tracted from my other task, that oDneeting with my analysand. Conscious- 

63 



DREAMTIME AND DREAMWORK 

ness must function on many levels and in many ways within a short span of 

time. One has to cultivate as much awareness as possible in order to be able to 

shift from one level to another, so that what is at one moment foreground can 

become background in the next. If we cannot do this, we are in danger of be¬ 

coming one-sided, one-dimensional beings, unable to utilize fully the poten¬ 

tialities with which we have been endowed by the nature of our humanness. 

Just as the line between what we can remember of a dream and what we 

cannot call back into awareness is often very fuzzy, so also is the line between 

the dream itself and the moment upon awakening when we first become 

aware of it. It was in that hypnopompic state when I was neither fully awake 

nor fully in the dream; that I had the insight that perhaps the state we think of 

as “ordinary awareness” is not necessarily a “higher” state of consciousness; 

that in another, broader context, what we call “ordinary awareness” is a state 

of “being asleep” when we compare it, for example, with what the Buddhist 

calls “enlightenment.” ^ 

I am indebted to John Welwood^ for calling attention to statements like 

the following made by Jung, which ascribe an autonomous agency to the un- 

conscous: “The unconscious perceives, has purposes and intuitions, feels and 

thinks as does the conscious mind.”^ Welwood proposes a redefinition of the 

unconscious as an unconscious process, “a holistic mode of organizing experi¬ 

ence, a mode of relationship which transcends the normal working of focal 

attention by grasping multiple connections as a whole, without serial 

differentiations.”'* 

This definition fits the dreaming process quite well. Instead of looking at 

dreams as things—as dramas, with their settings, plots, casts of characters, 

and symbolic meanings—we can view them as evidence of the dreaming pro¬ 

cess. This process warrants our concern, for it transcends the dichotomy of 

what we have formerly thought of as consciousness and the unconscious. The 

dream gives us imagery in action. We do not dream piecemeal; we receive the 

dream as a whole, with an emotional impact, an energy, an impression, a feel¬ 

ing, and an impetus to thought or action. In the dreaming process we are no 

longer confronted with a totally dark and unknowable area of the uncon¬ 

scious, but are aware of the process by which the unconscious filters into con¬ 

sciousness. We see it, feel it, hear it, taste it, and smell it, but not serially— 

rather all at once, as a whole. 

Focused and Diffuse Attention 

Interpretation works through a process of directing focused attention to de¬ 

tails. Through dream interpretation we may grasp intellectually certain im- 
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plications of the dream, a limited sense of meaning. But as Welwood points 

out in writing about the unconscious, “It is unknowable through focal atten¬ 

tion which would necessarily distort its nature by breaking it into serial dis¬ 

crete elements.”^ However, we can approach the unconscious through another 

type of attention, diffuse attention. This allows the whole field to be experi¬ 

enced all at once in its wholeness. 

Welwood suggests a more dynamic concept fif the relationship between 

what we are used to calling “consciousness” and what we are used to calling 

“the unconscious.” Instead of looking at them as polar opposites, it is proposed 

that we understand the relationship between conscious and unconscious as a 

continual shifting between figure and ground. The ground of our being, the 

ground of our awareness, is the rich background of feelings, observations, 

sensations, intuitions, things we have learned and forgotten, our bodies and 

their conditions, our levels of energy and our genetic inheritance. All this is 

not simply an amalgamation of psychic substance lodged in some area called 

“the unconscious,” but rather the fusion of everything that has happened in 

our personal and collective past to contribute to this moment. This is the 

ground of consciousness. It is perceived directly, in the form of the over¬ 

whelming feelings we know and which, to a great extent, guide our feelings 

and behavior. Eugene Gendlin says, “The feel of doing anything involves our 

sense of the whole situation at the moment, despite our not focally reflecting 

on it as such. This is the myriad multiplicity. . . .”^ 

As the “ground” is implicit in the figure, so the “unconscious” is implicit 

in consciousness. The ground is perceived holistically, not through the effort 

of the intellect alone. Interpretation is a function primarily of the intellect; 

which is why the dreaming process cannot be grasped through interpretation 

alone. The intellect works through a conceptual separation of the organic 

whole into its parts; but the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Accord¬ 

ingly, the dream is greater than the effort of interpretation allows us to 

perceive. 

Consciousness, then, is the foreground—what emerges into focused 

awareness from the unconscious background, the “ground of consciousness.” 

Consciousness emerges discretely from this ground at a particular moment 

and stands against it, commanding our attention as a specific event or as a spe¬ 

cific and defined process. Consciousness and its contents or processes will nat¬ 

urally vary from moment to moment as certain movements occupy the center 

of our attention while others are relegated to the periphery. If we allow our at¬ 

tention to flow freely between foreground and background, realizing that 

what we are aware of at a given morn£nt is only the foreground at this mo¬ 

ment, we become actively and dynamically involved in the interpenetration 
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between what we have been used to calling “consciousness” and “the uncon¬ 

scious.” In this sense, the unconscious does not have “a mind of its own” (as 

Jung asserted), nor does it have an existence separate from consciousness, but 

the unconscious is actually present implicitly in whatever is going on at the 

moment. 

Four Levels of the Dreamwork Process 

With this in mind, I propose a restructuring of the dreamwork process on the 

basis of four approaches to the dream, which correspond to four levels of the 

psyche. These are inspired by Welwood’s “four levels of conscious experi¬ 

ence,” but I have altered them to apply to dreamwork.^ The levels which are 

not hierarchical in nature but, as I indicated earlier, interpenetrating are the 

contextual level, the personal level, the transpersonal level, and the holistic 

level. 

The contextual level is the background of the dream, the field upon 

which the action is played, the life experience of the dreamer up to the mo¬ 

ment of the dream’s appearance, mostly forgotten and certainly not in the 

focus of the dreamer’s awareness during sleep. The context supports the action 

of the dream and provides the reservoir out of which the motifs and actions of 

the dream may emerge. 

The personal level deals with personal associations to the dream process 

or the dream story—what those images evoke in us. Here the dichotomy be¬ 

tween the dream as objective and the dream as subjective breaks down: we ex¬ 

perience what the dream process brings up in us; we look at the data pre¬ 

sented in the dream and react to them out of the flow of energy that surges up 

from the background as we let the dream have its effect upon us. (I did not 

need to ask myself whether it was a real baby in my own dream or whether the 

growing, developing new thing coming out of me was being symbolically re¬ 

presented as a baby. I simply knew that this autonomous being was being born 

through me, but that it had its own life.) 

The transpersonal level reflects the way in which the whole organism of 

the dreamer is “attuned to the patterns and currents of the universe and the 

life process itself.”* This includes the archetypal dimension of experience, but 

is not limited to it. Also included is what Jung called “the objective psyche,” 

the consciousness present in all life processes, of which you and I are mere 

minuscule participants. 

The holistic level encompasses the other three. I believe that Jung stood 
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on the threshold of holistic awareness. He attempted to cross that threshold 

using the tools of intellect and reason, but these tools proved insufficient. 

Close to the end of Jungs last great 'wot\i,Mysterium Coniunctionis, the frustra¬ 

tion he felt when he had reached the high point of his insight seems evident. 

He discusses the production of the lapis in alchemy as the achievement of the 

Unus Mundus, the unitive or holistic consciousness: 

The production of the lapis was the goal of alchemy in general. . . . For us the 

representation of the idea of the self in actual and visible form is a mere rite 

d’entree, as it were, a mere propaedeutic action and a mere anticipation of its re¬ 

alization. The existence of a sense of inner security by no means proves that the 

product will be stable enough to withstand the disturbing or hostile influences 

of the environment. The adept had to experience again and again how unfavor¬ 

able circumstances or a technical blunder . . . hindered the completion of his 

work, so that he was forced to start all over again from the beginning. Anyone 

who submits his sense of inner security to analogous psychic tests will have simi¬ 

lar experiences. More than once everything that has been built will fall to pieces 

under the impact of reality, and he must not let this discourage him from exam¬ 

ining again and again, where it is that his attitude is still defective, and what are 

the blind spots in his psychic field of vision. Just as a lapis philosophorum [the 

philosopher’s stone, which is a metaphor for the goal of the alchemical work], 

with its miraculous powers, was never produced, so psychic wholeness will 

never be attained empirically, as consciousness is too narrow and one-sided to 

comprehend the full inventory of the psyche. Always we shall have to begin over 

and over again from the beginning.® 

This is a distressing prospect. Examination and reexamination of one’s atti¬ 

tudes to discover the blind spots does not necessarily lead to psychic wholeness. 

One can, and often does, avoid the same blind spots over and over. So the intel¬ 

lectual, or interpretative, approach to the dream is insufficient in and of itself 

Beyond Interpretation 

It appears that Jung penetrated the realm of human experience as far as he 

could with the instrument of the intellect. He found, at the end, a barrier, the 

still unknown or unconscious facts” that would not yield to symbolic inter¬ 

pretation. The alchemists, on the other hand, broke through the paradox of 

reason and saw that the dichotomy between consciousness and the uncon¬ 

scious was a false duality. They did not work solely with the idea\ they worked 
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with X.)\t stuff as well, xhtprima materia. They maintained an immediate, tac¬ 

tile involvement with the concrete realities. That is why they would talk of the 

Unus Mundus, the unity in which “one is the stone, one the medicine, one the 

vessel, one the procedure, and one the disposition” without feeling any dis¬ 

sociation. In the alchemical work, the adept, the process, and the outcome 

were one. The experience was successful to the degree that it arose from 

bodily participation in the work. 

When we read Jung, alchemy, or any other system, we need to remember 

that behind the words lies the living experience and that the experimenter is 

united with the process. But when we step back to formulate it, we get a se¬ 

condary product, an abstraction of the work. Instead of the experience, we get 

a structure built up from the bricks of many experiences that have been gen¬ 

eralized. 

This applies to dreams as to any other experience. In the dream work it¬ 

self, we do better to deal directly with the totality of each dream, unique unto 

itself and specific to the individual dreamer, which represents the culmination 

of the dreamer s life until the moment of the dream. This makes it possible to 

see the dream as a whole and complete product of a whole and complete 

organism. 

68 



P.Eri\ Craig 

AnE 
A 
D 

xistentia 1 
pproach to 

reamworJ 

Th e orientation for understanding dreams used here is European 

in origin and grows out of an approach to philosophy and science 

that began with the twentieth-century philosopher Edmund Hus¬ 

serl and especially with his simple, straightforward appeal “to return to the 

things themselves.” This approach, called phenomenology, strives to avoid the 

use of unexamined assumptions and presuppositions in order to study phe¬ 

nomena as they present themselves directly in our conscious experience. Such 

philosophically informed phenomenology is not merely concerned with de¬ 

scribing surface appearances, but extends beyond this to investigate under¬ 

lying or “essential” structures and meanings. Phenomenology is, therefore, 

particularly well-suited for the study of the meaning of dreams. 

. The term phenomenology is perhaps best understood by tracing it back 

to its ancient origins. The word phenomenon comes from the Greek work 

phainesthai, which means “to shine forth,” “to appear,” or “to show itself.” The 

Greek logos, on the other hand, means “discourse,” that is, the act of revealing 

something or making something manifest. Phenomenology, then, is simply 

the revealing of that which shows itself from itself.' 

What this suggests is that when we approach things phenomenologically, 

we want them to reveal themselves as the very things they are. If, being phe¬ 

nomenological, we were to meet someone on the street, we would want that 

person to appear as the unique and particular person he or she is. Conversely, 

we would not want our prejudices or assumptions about that person to be 

what is revealed'Likewise, with dreamj^-we want every dream we remember 
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or hear to reveal itselffrom itself Sitid not from our ideas or assumptions about 

it. Having a phenomenological attitude is the most loving way we can ap¬ 

proach the world, because, with this attitude, we want whatever is to be just 

what it is and what it is becoming. 

Because of its careful, unbiased approach to understanding phenomena 

in an objective, open-minded manner, the phenomenological manner of 

inquiry was adopted by various European philosophers and psychiatrists, 

known as existentialists, who were especially concerned with understanding 

the depth and meaningfulness of human existence. In its broadest sense, ex¬ 

istentialism was simply the application of phenomenological methods to the 

study of human existence as it manifests itself directly and concretely in our 

own experience. Consequently, the existential approach to dreams emphasizes 

the manifest meaningfulness of dreaming not only as it is significant in and 

for itself but also as it relates to our lives while fully awake.^ 

"V The Significance of Dreams 

In this chapter I shall show fiow the existential-phenomenological use of 

dreams in psychotherapy maj^eveal and facilitate an individual’s capacity for 

a fuller, freer, more authentic existence7]^ut first we must raise a critical ques¬ 

tion: ^f what does the meaningful content of a dream consist.i^l’^hile this 

question has been asked many times throughout the history)of oneirology, al¬ 

most without exception the answers have relied upon theoretical formulations 

that are not apparent in dreams themselves and that must either be assumed or 

persuasively demonstrated with each new dream, ^ut, proceeding phenome- 

(^nologically, we are uniquely concerned with what dreams themselves show usjt 

from themselves,^bout their meaningful conten^Let us try an experiment} 

(imagine yourself slipping off to sleep!](As your world becomes in- 

rcreasingly dark, vague, and sluggish, you surrender to a profound condition 

' of relaxation and stillness, a quiet and memoryless sleeps Soon you are envel¬ 

oped by the blac^k, black night. (Space disappears, and you let time pass by 

without you) A while later you begin to notice a soft light spreading silently 

through your existence. This is not the light of the sun, not a physical light, but 

rather the light of being, of things coming into being in your very presence. 

Sound and smell may also appear, as well as moods.iCradually you find your¬ 

self opening to a whole world in progress.'^ou may encounter family mem¬ 

bers, friends, lovers, enemies, colleagues, or strangers. You may be active or 

passive, cheerful, angry, frightened, sexy, loving, or inspired. You may find 
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yourself involved in a number of activities within any number of settings and 

situations, from the extravagant to the mundane(The possibilities are vast and 

they are simply thatY-possibilities; they are the particular possibilities for 

being-in-the-world toWhich you are open while dreaming—nothing more, 

nothing less. 

^o in answer to the question, “Of what does the meaningful content of a 

^dream consist?” we can simply say,i^Of our relationship to a specific constella- 

^ tion of existential possibilities’ We can even say that there are three general 

^nds of existential possibilities to which we are open while dreaming. First, 

we are open to possibilities of our existence that we observe and readily ac¬ 

knowledge while fully awake. Second, we find ourselves relating to existential 

possibilities that we acknowledge in our waking life but often choose to ig¬ 

nore. And finally, we are concerned with possibilities that, because of our own 

blurred and constricted vision in waking, we fail to see at all. Drawing from 

dreams of individuals in therapy, I would like to show how each category of 

dream possibility may be used in psychotherapy. 

V 

Dreaming of Recognized Possibilities 

We might be tempted to avoid considering dreams of already recognized exis¬ 

tential possibilities, because they supposedly reveal only what we already 

know. However, a concern for what we believe is “merely” obvious often turns 

out to be surprisingly rewarding. 

Ted, a social-work student in his mid-twenties who was having difficulty 

separating from a former lover, dreamed that he was waving good-bye to her 

while he was sitting backwards on a motorcycle, trying to get it started so he 

could go to a new job in the city. When he woke up, Ted immediately recog¬ 

nized the similarity between his dreamed and waking predicaments: he 

couldn’t pull away from this relationship and get on with his life. Reflecting 

further on his dream, Ted realized that if he had sat down facing forward on 

the bike he could have easily started it. Nudged on by his dream experience, in 

waking life Ted decided to stop thinking so much about the past and about 

“saying good-bye.” 

A few weeks later, however, Ted had another dream in which he got a 

ticket for driving the wrong way down a one-way street. This time he was fac¬ 

ing forward in the driver’s seat, but unfortunately, he was driving backwards 

and at fifty miles an hour! The policeman was so annoyed that he wrote Ted a 

ticket for going the wrong way at seuenty miles an hour! At this point Ted 
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woke up, recalled the dream, and burst into laughter, recognizing at once that 

over the previous days he had once again been dwelling on the past instead of 

looking ahead to the future. Heeding the dreamed admonition, Ted quickly 

put his waking life back in “forward gear.” 

Ted’s dreams show how thinking about our dreams may help us consider 

new possibilities for dealing with ongoing enigmas in our lives. While dream¬ 

ing, Ted lived out his familiar conundrum in such farcical extremes that the 

mere humor evoked constructive change. Likewise, reflecting on dreams may 

underscore our liwareness of our own immediate existential posture, enhance 

our self-acceptance, and open the way to personal growth. 

Dreaming of Recognized but Ignored Possibilities 

Stephanie, a vivacious woman in her early twenties who was a member of a 

psychotherapy group, described a recurrent dream of horrifying encounters 

with small, hairy creatures who woke her up as soon as she fell asleep, grabbed 

her by the feet and tried to pull her out of bed. Stephanie was always paralyzed 

by the mere sight of these ugly little beasts. 

These encounters seemed so real to Stephanie that she wasn’t sure that 

they hadn’t actually happened. Consequently, she no longer dared fall asleep 

and her sleeplessness soon led her to join the therapy group. 

On several occasions during the first few weeks of her group Stephanie 

talked about her nightmares but, each time, she remained perplexed about 

the significance of these shaggy dwarfs in her life. One day the therapist sug¬ 

gested that she forget about her dreams for awhile and simply talk about her 

waking life. Stephanie described many very positive experiences. An ex¬ 

change then ensued roughly as follows. 

THERAPIST: So your life seems to be going quite well lately. 

STEPHANIE: Yes. Things are just great and I feel so lucky with the excep¬ 

tion of these dreams—or whatever they are—and the fact that I can’t get to 

sleep anymore. I don’t understand it. 

THERAPIST: You certainly do seem fortunate, though, of course, no one’s 

life is perfect. You mean to tell me that there aren’t even 2ifew things, as there 

naturally are for all of us, about which you feel at least a little bit disappointed ? 

STEPHANIE: No, not really. Really nothing at all! Well, I do miss playing 

my guitar but that’s no big deal. I used to play guitar and sing for a folk group. 

I miss that a lot. We had a wonderful time playing at clubs and schools. We 

called ourselves “The Gremlins” and we really . . .” 
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Within moments, other members of the group had interrupted Ste¬ 

phanie to ask if she saw any connection between these gremlins and the little 

monsters in her nightmares. Stephanie responded that it had occurred to her 

as soon as she mentioned the word but that she couldn’t believe it would be so 

obvious. Nevertheless, with the support group’s encouragement, she began to 

explore that period in her [ife during which she had felt a deeply satisfying 

sense of purpose, self-esteem, and personal and group identity that she had 

never known before or since. Her experience with The Gremlins had clearly 

met important developmental needs, and when the folk group collapsed, so 

had the opportunity to address these needs. While dreaming, Stephanie was 

confronted by the emissaries of her own ignored possibilities for self¬ 

development and, upon recognizing the significance of their appeal, she was 

able to consider new ways to fulfill these needs. 

Stephanie’s experience shows that if we simply attend to that which 

stands before our eyes while dreaming and are able to grasp the relevant con¬ 

texts to which it alludes in our waking hours, we may then shine these two 

lights of dreaming and waking on our single human existence. It is this com¬ 

bined luminosity of dreaming and waking that is so effective in penetrating 

darkened areas of our lives, wherein lies a wealth of possibility for enhancing 

our development as persons. 

Dreaming Unrecognized Possibilities 

This brings us to ways in which we are concerned, while dreaming, with exi¬ 

stential possibilities to which we are not at all open while awake. For example, 

Nancy, a twenty-three-year-old secretary, dreamed that her father had died in 

an automobile accident. Although upon waking she was initially alarmed, she 

soon composed herself. Later that day she told her short-term psychotherapy 

group that she thought her dream was silly, since her father was in perfect 

health and was an extremely careful driver. When other members questioned 

her about her father’s health, she laughed and said there was nothing to worry 

about. She had even called him, she added, “just to make sure!” When several 

individuals confronted her with her feelings about her father’s mortality in 

general, Nancy asserted that she had never thought about his death and saw 

no reason for doing so now. 

When one of the group members asked me if this was an example of re¬ 

sistance, I simply responded, “Well, we can only say that, while dreaming, 

Nancy was open to considering the possibility of her father’s death and, now 
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that she is awake, she is no longer open to considering this possibility.” I then 

turned to Nancy and said that even though her dream deserved careful 

thought, I was impressed by her ability to maintain her own point of view in 

the face of social pressure. Two weeks then passed before Nancy surprisingly 

confessed that, as a result of her dream, she had begun to think about the im¬ 

plications of her father s mortality and, especially, about the importance of 

spending “quality time” with him while he was still alive. 

Although Nancy was eventually able to use her dream to consider wak¬ 

ing possibilities that she had previously denied, we are not always so fortunate. 

Sometimes we are so radically closed to certain existential possibilities that we 

remain so, regardless of how striking our dreamed experiences may be. 

John, a businessman in his early forties, learned one fall that his best 

friend, Kenton, had cancer of the lung. In spite of the seriousness of the diag¬ 

nosis, John firmly believed that the cancer was treatable and that, even if it did 

get worse, he would stand by Kenton in every way possible. One day he hap¬ 

pened to mention in therapy that he had just visited Kenton and was surprised 

to find him so weak that he was unable to sit up for ten minutes at a time. 

Then, after discussing several other matters, John happened to mention a 

dream of the previous night. In the dream, he was standing in a morgue at the 

foot of a vault, in which lay the corpse of an old high-school buddy. The 

corpse suddenly sat up and tried to pull John into the vault with him. Stricken 

with horror, John grabbed a stick and jammed it into the friend s face while 

crying out for help. 

Incredible though it may seem, John failed to see any connection be¬ 

tween this dream and his relationship with Kenton. Rather, he thought it re¬ 

lated to a colleague who was being fired and was asking for Johns support. 

John’s trenchant denial of the possibility for anxiety in relation to Kenton’s sit¬ 

uation led him to dismiss his dream with an astonishingly shallow explan¬ 

ation of it. 

Kenton died a month later, and only then did John realize the extent of 

his denial. In the midst of his grief, he suddenly recalled his dream, which he 

had completely forgotten. He was shocked by his blindness, not only to the 

possibility of Kenton’s death, but also to that of his own anxiety and violence in 

response to a friend’s urgent plea for closeness. John then saw that if he had 

been open to considering these possibilities earlier, he might have found the 

courage to be more authentic with Kenton in the final weeks of his life. 

John’s experience demonstrates how dreaming is not enough to enable us 

to recognize possibilities to which we are obstinately blind while awake. Ul¬ 

timately, we, as the awakened dreamers, are the ones who must be ready to ac- 
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knowledge the possibilities embodied in our dreaming. It is only this open 

wakeful recognition that enables us to choose to carry out a fuller range of our 

own possibilities in waking life. While dreaming may help us become aware 

of our existence, historically determinative choice and action are the preroga¬ 

tives of our wakefulness. 

Dreaming Over Time: 

A Dream’s-Eye View of Change in Psychotherapy 

Thus far we have been concerned for the most part with single dreams and 

their relation to psychotherapeutic change. However, as Paul Stern, an exis¬ 

tential psychologist, noted, “Dreams read . . . along phenomenological lines 

[not only] present poetically condensed images of a person’s life situation at a 

given moment [but] . . . also accurately reflect changes in their situation over 

time.”^ Medard Boss, an existential analyst from Switzerland, illustrates this 

aspect of the clinical use of dreams in a report on a series of 823 dreams 

dreamt over a three-year period by a forty-year-old engineer who entered psy¬ 

chotherapy for depression and impotence.”'* 

In the first dream the engineer had ever recalled, occurring two days 

prior to his first therapeutic consultation, he dreamed himself imprisoned in a 

dungeon with only a small window barred with wrought-iron work in the 

shape of mathematical signs and numbers. He then proceeded, over the next 

six-and-a-half months, to dream incessantly of turbines, cyclotrons, auto¬ 

mobiles, airplanes, and other technical machines and devices. There were no 

human beings, indeed, no living things at all in these early dreams and, during 

this period, the patient became acutely aware of how imprisoned he was, in 

waking life, by the domination of his own “gray” mechanical intellect, seeing 

himself as “essentially no more than a useful cog in an industrial machine.” 

In the seventh month of therapy, the engineer finally dreamed of the 

presence of a living thing. At first there was a single potted plant; then, a green 

pine tree and red roses, though “the roots of roses appeared worm-infested, 

their buds sickly and leaves withered.” After a four-month hiatus, during 

which he remembered no dreams, the man began to report dreams of insects. 

Over the next year, 105 insect dreams mingled with continued dreams of 

plants and machines. Six months followed of grey toads, frogs, and snakes, 

when finally, one night, “a bright red snake of tremendous thickness and 

length” startled him. At last, the first mammal appeared; it was a mouse dart¬ 

ing into its hole. It is noteworthy that the mouse was tempting no cat, romping 
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in no field, basking in no sunlight, and gloating over no cheese. The mans ex¬ 

istence was still so constricted that he could be open to warm-blooded exis¬ 

tence only in the form of mousy retreat, of dashing for cover. 

Despite the apparent impoverishment of these dreams, it was during this 

period of plant and, especially, animal-life dreams that the man began, in 

waking, to regain what many existentialists would consider his full human 

potentiality and to experience his own possibilities for living corresponding to 

the nature of these creatures. For example, when the mouse dream was fol¬ 

lowed by a long series of pig dreams, and when these gave way to dreams 

about lions and horses, the man at last began to experience his sexual potency 

in waking life. 

The patients first dream of a human being, after two years of therapy, 

was of a larger-than-life unconscious woman “in a long blood-red dress, 

swimming in a large pond far below a vitreous cover of ice.” Many maternal 

figures followed, including a gigantic good fairy with long blond hair and 

“mighty breasts from which there sprang waterfalls of milk.” During this 

time, the patient became greedy for solicitude and his therapist “looked much 

more feminine than before.” In other words, the man’s entire existence, both 

sleeping and waking, was characterized by childlike concern with maternal 

care. One night, after two-and-a-half years of therapy, he dreamed of another 

woman dressed in blood-red, with whom he was dancing at a country festival. 

This new dream woman was “fully awake and passionate” and the man “fell 

deeply in love with her.” 

As you may have guessed, the dreamer in waking life was finally begin¬ 

ning to open himself to living a more fully autonomous and adult relationship 

to persons and things, to carrying out an existence that recognized and incor¬ 

porated a more complete range of human possibilities. 

A direct, phenomenological reading of dreams can be a powerful vehicle 

for change in psychotherapy. Dreams offer limpid portraits of our own exis¬ 

tential standing, revealing not only those existential possibilities that we ac¬ 

knowledge while awake but also those we ignore or deny entirely. Seen over 

time, dreams also disclose shifts in the overall openness and quality of our lives 

as surely as blood pressure and pulse indicate changes in the more quantifiable 

aspects of our being. 

Existential psychotherapists attempt to follow the significance, direction, 

and pace of the individual’s development as they are revealed directly in 

dreams. Such therapists try never to tire of nudging gently at those as-yet un¬ 

recognized, feared, ignored, or denied possibilities of human existence that 

appear so shamelessly in dreaming. While an individual may not yet be open 
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to seeing, while fully awake, what he or she was quite capable of seeing while 

sound asleep and dreaming, the therapist never loses faith in the manifest 

meaningfulness of the dreaming mode of existence. 

Indeed, it is while dreaming that an individual may first dare, albeit tim¬ 

idly, to actualize some of his or her own authentic possibilities for being hu¬ 

man. Like waking, dreaming is an opportunity for realizing a richer, more 

complete human existence, bringing flesh and blood to the bones of possibility. 

Individuals who see their own existential possibilities so concretely embodied 

in dreaming may be emboldened to carry them out of dreaming into a fuller, 

freer waking life. 

W. H. Audens poetic tribute to Sigmund Freud voices this potential of 

human dreaming as follows: 

But he would have us remember most of all 

To be enthusiastic over the night 

Not only for the sense of wonder 

It alone has to offer, but also 

Because it needs our love: for with sad eyes 

Its delectable creatures loo\ up and beg 

Us dumbly to as\ them to follow; 

They are exiles who long for thefuture 

That lies in our power. They too would rejoice 

If allowed to serve enlightenment lil{e htm. . . 
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Using body-based methods for working with dreams can be a 

powerful and transformative experience. Dreams are not only sto¬ 

ries that occur during sleep; they are also mythical patterns en¬ 

coded in our waking body experiences, which encompass everything from 

general feelings of nervousness, excitement, and sexual arousal, to minor 

symptoms such as headaches and stomachaches, to major life-threatening dis¬ 

eases such as cancer, heart disease, and AIDS. Working with dreams using 

body-based methods enables us to integrate our dreams and body experiences 

into a coherent and meaningful whole and to understand the meaning behind 

Qur physical symptoms. 

The idea that dreams and body processes are interrelated is widespread 

and dates back thousands of years. Aristotle said that dreams were caused by 

the “heart,” which he thought was the center of feeling, and that the skilled 

dream interpreter could predict illness and discover cures from dreams.' 

However, not all dreamworking systems have conceived of the same type of 

interrelation between dreams and the body, and there have been and remain 

relatively few systems that approach dreamwork by working directly with 

the body. 

In order to give the reader an overview of body-based dreamworking 

methods, I have classified a variety of dreamworking systems into four catego¬ 

ries, each of which understands the dream through a different set of ground 

rules or beliefs. Philosophically based systems do not apply dreamworking 

methods to the dreamer; instead, they create dream interpretations directly 
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from specific philosophical, religious, or cosmological beliefs. Analytical sys¬ 

tems use the method of mentally dividing the dream into parts and creating 

an interpretation based on the apparent interrelation between them. Empirical 

systems find the meaning of the dream in the dreamer’s own experience of it. 

process-oriented system uses the individual’s psychological and physical ex¬ 

periences to discover how nighttime dreams live and express themselves in the 

dreamer’s life during the day. 

Philosophically Based and Analytical Systems 

These two categories include a variety of dream working systems that may in¬ 

terpret dreams as commentaries on the physical and existential conditions of 

the dreamer. Typical of these systems is the fact that they do not derive their 

interpretations from the dreamer’s own physical experience; instead, they in¬ 

voke philosophical “truths” or psychological analyses to apply a specific inter¬ 

pretation to the dream. In this sense, the systems in these two categories are 

not truly body-based; however, it is important to take a brief look at them and 

to differentiate them from dream working systems that work directly with the 

body. 

The philosophically based category includes a number of ancient dream¬ 

working systems. Babylonian, Assyrian, and Egyptian dream interpreters, as 

well as ancient Chinese and Indian physicians, created dream interpretations 

directly out of their religious, philosophical, and cosmological beliefs.^ For 

example, Babylonian priests automatically interpreted dreams in which dead 

people were present to mean impending illness or death for the dreamer.^ In 

classical Chinese medicine, which is based on the Chinese cosmological sys¬ 

tem and which uses dream interpretation as one of many diagnostic methods, 

dreams of weeping and sorrow are thought to indicate automatically a lung 

condition.'^ In both of these examples, interpretations about the body are based 

directly on philosophical systems, not on the actual physical experience of the 

dreamer. 

Analytical body-oriented systems include modern psychological dream 

theories that postulate theoretical links between the meanings of various 

dream contents and specific physical processes; however, like the philosophi¬ 

cally based systems, they do not work directly with the dreamer’s body. 

Whereas a philosophically based system would automatically decide that a 

certain type of dream indicates a specific physical condition, an analytical sys¬ 

tem would mentally break the dream into parts and interpret each part as 

symbolizing a condition or process in the dreamer’s body. 
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For example, in 1933 C. G. Jung correctly interpreted a patient s dream 

as an indication of a blockage of cerebrospinal fluid (probably due to a tumor). 

In the dream, the dreamer was asked about oiling something and milk was 

suggested as the lubricant; however, the dreamer preferred “oozy slime.” In 

addition, there was a drained pond and in its slime were two extinct animals, a 

small mastadon and a second animal that escaped the dreamer’s memory. 

Jung based his interpretation on two facts: one, that the Latin word for 

phlegm, which is one type of bodily “slime,” hpituita—a part of the brain; the 

other, that mastadon is derived from the Greek words for “breast” and “teeth,” 

referring to the mammillary bodies—breast-shaped structures in the brain 

that form a sort of pond of cerebrospinal fluid.^ 

Freud and Adler also sometimes applied dream analysis to their patients’ 

physical conditions. However, like Jung, they did not work directly with their 

patients’ ongoing physical experiences as a dreamworking method.^ Reich 

and Lowen worked directly with their patients’ body experiences, but they 

did not use their bodywork methods as a way of working with dreams.^ 

Empirical and Process-Oriented Systems 

These two categories include dream working systems that approach dreams by 

working directly with the dreamer’s body experiences. Interpretation in the 

sense used in the first two categories is replaced by experiential understanding-, 

body experiences can help one interpret the dream, and the dream can aid one 

in understanding the meaning behind physical states. Further, while the em¬ 

pirical systems work directly with the interrelation between dreams and the 

body, the process-oriented system postulates a unified concept called the 

“dreambody.”* 

Specifically, the empirical body-based systems include those theories and 

methods of dreamworking that derive an understanding of the dream 

through the dreamer’s physical experience and expression of the dream con¬ 

tent. This approach is in radical contrast with the idea of purely cognitive 

dream interpretation; the dreamer consciously relives the dream in present 

experience and behavior. The major systems comprising this group are Ge¬ 

stalt therapy. Focusing, and Jungian Dance-Movement therapy. 

Gestalt therapy, developed by Frederick Peris, aims at helping the indi¬ 

vidual reclaim buried and dissociated parts of the personality by working 

with behavior patterns, body symptoms, and dreams. The dream in Gestalt 

therapy is seen as an existential message from the unconscious that informs 

dreamers of their current relationship with self and with the outer world. 
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Gestalt dreamworking deals directly with the dreamer s physical experi¬ 

ences in the following manner. Every image in the dream is considered to be 

an alienated part of the self that the dreamer projects onto that image. The 

dream is worked with in the present tense, and the dreamer acts the part of 

each of these images. In doing so, the dreamer embodies each image and expe¬ 

riences its unique psychophysical reality. The dreamer then allows the various 

dream images or characters to encounter one another, and each one is encour¬ 

aged to say and do what it wants. The ensuing interactions bring the dream- 

work to a culmination and help the dreamer understand and utilize the 

dream’s meaning. Thus, the dreamer does not make or receive a cognitive/ 

verbal “interpretation”; he or she instead embodies the dream’s contents and 

thereby allows the dream to reveal its message through direct experience.^ 

For example, Nancy was trying to make the difficult decision of whether 

or not to leave her husband of ten years. During this time, she dreamed that 

she was planting new plants around the border of her garden and was being 

helped by her husband and her father. Nancy used the Gestalt method to 

work with her dream. 

First, she acted the part of the garden. The garden said, “I am the fruits 

of your labor in life. I contain your love of life and of your relationships with 

people.” Second, she acted the part of the border area of the garden. It said, “I 

am made of rich earth. I am changeable. I am hopeful because I can evolve and 

grow whenever I need to.” Third, she acted the part of her father and said, 

“Planting is the essence of life. I want to help you to enlarge your garden, to 

change its boundaries and its old patterns.” And finally, she acted the part of 

her husband, saying, “I love this garden and I will stay and help you remodel 

it.” Nancy felt the dream was telling her not to leave her husband but to 

change their current relationship by making new boundaries and allowing it 

to grow in new directions.'*^ 

Focusing, developed by Eugene Gendlin at the University of Chicago, is 

a body-based system used for psychotherapy, meditation, and dreamwork¬ 

ing." Focusing helps the dreamer to discover what the dream is about and to 

understand the growth direction that it suggests. This dreamworking method 

borrows techniques from several other fields; it employs the Gestalt method of 

acting out the part of dream figures and the Jungian method of making per¬ 

sonal or collective associations to dream contents. In addition, focusing em¬ 

phasizes a deep somatic appreciation of the dream. 

A somatic understanding of the dream is achieved through the 

dreamer’s focusing on di felt sense of various dream contents. A felt sense is a 

physically based intuition similar to the experience of “having a hunch” but is 

explicitly somatic in nature. Gendlin- differentiates this concept from “gut 
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feelings,” emotions, and purely physical sensations. For example, if you think 

about someone you know and focus on your own physical sense of that person, 

it will be a diffuse and indescribable sense that is unique to your experience of 

that person. If you try this again thinking of another person and get a felt 

sense of these two people, you will notice an undefinable but different quality 

between your two experiences. 

In Focusing, the dreamer poses questions to himself about the dream 

and allows the felt sense to provide the answers, then gets to know these felt 

senses by following their somatic evolution. Sometimes this may involve mak¬ 

ing movements that express the felt sense or creating mental images that illus¬ 

trate it. True insights and understanding of the dream result in a physical re¬ 

lease called a felt shift. 

Jim is a successful commercial artist who became depressed when he re¬ 

alized that because he was spending all his time at work, he was losing his 

friends one by one. During this time, he dreamed that a mermaid went to 

work with him and disturbed his concentration. He used the Focusing 

method to work with this dream. 

Jim asked himself, “What part of myself or of my life is this mermaid.'*” 

He then focused on his felt sense of the mermaid. At first, he found it difficult 

to attain a felt sense, because he disliked the mermaid figure so much. 

However, he persevered and attempted to let his experience evolve. He dis¬ 

covered to his surprise that his felt sense of the mermaid made him feel very 

relaxed and comfortable. In this state, he noticed that his usual attitude toward 

his career—one resembling a typical achievement-oriented personality—did 

not go along with his felt sense of the mermaid, which made him feel relaxed, 

soft, and desiring friendships. Then he had a sudden insight; the mermaid 

represented his “feeling” or “feminine” side disturbing him in order to get his 

attention. The week after working on this dream, Jim decided to cut back on 

his work hours and put more energy into developing his personal rela¬ 

tionships.*^ 

Jungian Dance-Movement therapy, developed by Mary Whitehouse, uti¬ 

lizes Jung’s concepts of the unconscious/conscious polarity and individuation 

and his method of active imagination.^"* This approach to dream working in¬ 

volves using dream images and experiences as the catalysts for spontaneous 

movement processes. Dream contents are visualized, “felt,” and are then ex¬ 

pressed in movement. The interactions and events contained in the dream are 

thus embodied in the dreamer’s physical expressions. 

Movement patterns are observed by the practitioner and dreamer in 

terms of polarities such as voluntary and involuntary, curved and straight. 
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closed and open, narrow and wide, and heavy and light. In addition. White- 

house differentiates between authentic and invisible movement. The former is 

natural, congruent, simple movement coming from the self and executed with 

full awareness; the latter is mostly ego-directed, is done with less awareness, 

and appears awkward or incongruent. Whitehouse’s approach helps clients to 

explore their invisible move/nents and develop them into authentic expres¬ 

sions of the self.^^ 

Kay is a thirty-year-old woman who had been in therapy for two years. 

Her individuation process centered around the problem of needing to sepa¬ 

rate psychologically from her parents, whom she feels never provided her 

with adequate emotional support. She dreamed that she kept falling onto her 

back on her parents’ front lawn. A friend, Susan, was trying to teach her to 

fall with a curved back instead of a flat one, in order to prevent pain. Kay used 

Jungian Dance-Movement therapy to work with her dream. 

Kay recalled the dream and visualized herself falling onto her back. She 

let this image create a body feeling and then stood up and began making short, 

jerky motions with her arms to express this feeling. She said she felt as if she 

were punching something hard. The therapist encouraged her to continue; 

however, shortly thereafter, Kay became exhausted and said she couldn’t go 

on. At that point, she stated that the exhaustion she was experiencing felt 

identical to how she often felt in waking life. 

The therapist noted her statement and suggested Kay feel and express 

Susan’s idea from the dream—falling with a curved back. Kay lay down on 

the floor and curled up. She rocked from side to side and said she felt much 

better. “It’s just doing what you feel—not trying to change anything. When 

you feel like studying, you study. When you feel like sleeping, you sleep,” she 

said. At this point, Kay felt she understood the message in her dream: her par¬ 

ents had never encouraged her to pay attention to her own feelings but instead 

had actually taught her to ignore them, which was an exhausting and un¬ 

fulfilling way for her to live. She began developing her ability to pay attention 

to her feelings, finding that this shift in orientation enhanced her vitality and 

her energy level.*^ 

The process-oriented approach aims at unifying the various schools of 

psychotherapy and dreamworking. Developed by Arnold Mindell in Switzer¬ 

land, this system is known as Process-Oriented Psychology.'^ The termprocess 

refers to the way in which the dreamer’s waking experience naturally evolves 

through a series of meaningful perceptual changes, which form the patterns 

expressed in dreams. Further, it refers to the way in which various psycho¬ 

therapeutic and dreamworking systems^arise and change spontaneously as 
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part of the individual’s own natural psychotherapeutic or dreamworking 

methodology. Thus, methods such as Gestalt, Focusing, and Jungian Dance- 

Movement therapy do not have to be applied to the dreamer or dream. They 

instead may be derived from the dreamer’s own process; the methods exist 

within the dreamer, and they manifest and change spontaneously.'* This con¬ 

cept of process is also applied to therapeutic work with couples, families, and 

groups.'^ 

Let us look at an example of this type of dreamworking and then iden¬ 

tify the basic principles and methods involved. Esther, a client of Mindell’s, 

was a well-behaved, well-adapted, accommodating woman. She had consider¬ 

able difficulty being direct and honest with people, especially if it involved ex¬ 

pressing negative feelings. In one session, Esther complained to Mindell of 

“pressing pains” extending from her neck down to her lower back which had 

been preventing her from sleeping. As she said this, she placed her hand on 

the back of her neck. Mindell noticed this and suggested that he place his hand 

on her neck and that she direct his hand. 

Esther agreed to the idea and asked Mindell to apply pressure to her 

neck. He did so; however, it was not intense enough for Esther. She kept ask¬ 

ing for more and more pressure until eventually, Mindell was pressing her 

neck right to the floor. At that point, Esther spontaneously recalled a recent 

dream in which a devil had thrown her into a hole. She said that Mindell’s ac¬ 

tions reminded her of the devil figure in the dream—in other words, that he 

was playing the part of the devil and she was being put into a hole! 

Mindell then suggested that Esther play the part of the devil. She stood 

up and while pressing his neck to the floor, said, “Either you take me with you 

when you go out or you will have to remain in a hole.” With this statement, 

Esther had an insight into her process. The devil in the dream was her own 

capacity to be direct, honest, and even negative with people. In contrast with 

her usual adapted and accommodating behavior, she considered this “devil¬ 

ish.” The “devil” part of her was demanding to be noticed and utilized.^" 

Esther’s “devilish” nature did not only express itself in her dream—the 

“devil” was also pressing on her neck and back. The dream of the devil actu¬ 

ally arose from work with the body symptom. In this sense, process-oriented 

psychology works with the dreaming process rather than with the dream it¬ 

self. The dream is seen as a picture or map of the process that may unfold in 
any number of ways.^* 

This brings us to one of the basic concepts in process-oriented psychol¬ 

ogy. The patterns contained in dreams and in body symptoms inevitably mir¬ 

ror each other, as they did with Esther. This discovery has led Mindell to the 

idea of the dreambody—an experiential body consisting of physical sensations 
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with associated dreams and fantasies.^^ In addition, the dreambody may in¬ 

clude the dreamer s surroundings, other people, and the inorganic world.^^ 

In terms of the individual’s experience, the dreambody concept replaces 

the idea that the individual consists of mind and body and introduces a para¬ 

digm that looks at experience in terms of information. Instead of purposely 

dividing the human beiijg into compartments called “mind” and “body,” hu¬ 

man experience can be approached neutrally, calling it “information.” The 

mode or channel through which the person is perceiving that information 

then can be determined. 

Esther’s process began in the auditory/verbal channel as she spoke about 

her problems. Her process then switched into the proprioceptive (body feel¬ 

ing) channel as she focused on her neck and back pains. Shortly thereafter, it 

changed into the visual channel as she spontaneously recalled her dream. As 

she acted the part of the devil pressing on Mindell’s neck, she was operating in 

the kinesthetic (movement) channel. Finally, her process reverted to the 

auditory/verbal channel as she discussed her process with him. This evolution 

of experiences in different channels constitutes “process.” Other channels 

used in this approach are the relationship channel, the world channel (one’s 

experience in relation to the world at large), and, less commonly, the channels 

of smell, taste, the parapsychological, and the spiritual.^'' 

The central intervention used in process work is called amplification. 

Instead of trying to relax Esther’s neck and back muscles, Mindell amplified 

her pain. The purpose of this method is to help the information and pattern 

encoded in the symptom to unfold and reveal itself, as it did with Esther.^^ 

Using the process-oriented approach with dreams and body symptoms 

involves noticing the sensory channel in which the client is perceiving the 

symptom, amplifying the experience in that channel, processing that experi¬ 

ence to completion, and using the dream as a visual map or guide in the work. 

Dreams may arise spontaneously, as occurred with Esther, or they may be in¬ 

tentionally used for visualizing the process that is unfolding. 

Esther’s own personal dreamworking methodology consisted of a vari¬ 

ety of approaches. First, the method of talk-therapy was used as she discussed 

her initial problems; second, as Mindell pressed on her neck to amplify her 

pain, a form of bodywork resembling massage or acupressure was employed; 

third, gestaltlike work with dream figures was done as they switched roles; 

and fourth, analytical work on integrating the “shadow” (Esther’s “devilish” 

nature) was employed, a concept central to Jungian therapy. Most likely, Es¬ 

ther’s next step would occur in the relationship therapy mode when she at¬ 

tempted to try out what she had learjaed. 

Body-based methods for drearfiworking offer us many possibilities for 
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bringing dreams out of the realm of the distant and the ethereal and into our 

everyday physical experiences. You can dialogue with dream figures, use your 

felt senses to experience them, express them in movement, or amplify your 

body symptom and discover your dream. In all of these cases, you are discover¬ 

ing the living reality of dreams in your body. 
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There is no agreement on the functions that dreams serve the dreamer. Are 

they sleep-preserving disguises for forbidden wishes and impulses? Are they 

waste products that are “excreted” to streamline memory storage? Are they 

chaotic byproducts of the brains periodic attempt during sleep to attain neu¬ 

rochemical equilibrium? Or do they serve, to some extent at least, a problem 

solving function? 

The authors in this section would argue for the latter option, a thesis 

originally articulated by Alfred Adler.’ Unlike Freud, who saw the dream as 

the “royal road to the unconscious,” it might be said that Adler saw the dream 

as the royal road to consciousness.^ Adler’s approach to dreams was flexible 

and not bound by strict rules, but he held that the dream’s purpose was to rein¬ 

force dreamers’ emotional power, motivating them to use that power in at¬ 

taining their goals. 
At the present time, there is little experimental evidence that waking 

creativity is directly connected to the thought processes underlying dream 

production. However, psychologists James M. Wood, David Sebba, and 

George Domino have suggested that future research may attempt to establish 

whether individuals who are more creative while awake are also more creative 

in their dreams. Past research findings have supported this possibility but have 

not adequately controlled for the length of dreams; creative people usually 

provide longer dream reports, which in turn tend to contain more creative, bi¬ 

zarre, colorful elements.^ It also may be that most individuals’ thought pro¬ 

cesses become more innovative whHe dreaming. The eminent neuroscientist 
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J. Allan Hobson, a contributor to this anthology, notes: “Each of us is a sur¬ 

realist at night during his or her dreams: each is a Picasso, a Dali, a Fellini— 

the delightful and the macabre mixed in full measure.”'* 

Dreams have been found to facilitate creative problem solving in a few 

experiments, such as the one reported by psychologist Robert Dave, who 

worked with twenty-four people who had reached an impasse in attempting 

to solve a creative task. In one of Daves groups, six of eight subjects who were 

hypnotized reported nighttime dreams that provided a solution to their prob¬ 

lems. However, only one member of a group of eight who were given rational 

thought exercises, and no member of the group of eight who were merely 

interviewed about their problem, obtained insights.^ M.V. Barrios and 

J. L. Singer queried forty-eight subjects about their creative impasses, then di¬ 

vided them into three groups. Those who were led through either waking 

fantasies or “hypnotic dreams” attained greater success in breaking their cre¬ 

ative blocks than those who were taught how to Ipgically examine their cre¬ 

ative projects.^ In both studies, the exercises involving dreams or imagery 

were associated with creative breakthroughs. 

Imagery, whether in nighttime dreams or in waking fantasy, is a ne¬ 

glected resource in creativity and education. Imagery can take the form of 

symbols and metaphors, both of which can foster practical solutions to per¬ 

plexing crises in health, professional projects, or personal problems. A symbol 

is an image that stands for an idea, quality, experience, life issue, or process. In 

a dream, the image of a sun can stand for the “clear light” of a spiritual disci¬ 

pline, a person or project bringing warmth and nurturance to the dreamer, a 

literal or figurative “son” of the dreamer, good news that “shines like the sun” 

at the end of an ordeal, or a combination of two or more referents. On the 

other hand, to dream about the sun may not be symbolic at all, but the conse¬ 

quence of a heat wave, a newspaper story about a solar eclipse, or a recently 

seen film {Dttel in the Sun, Sun Valley Serenade, or The Sunshine Boys). 

A metaphor is a word or phrase (or a series of images) that stands for an 

actual life problem, event, or process. Everyday speech uses metaphors con¬ 

stantly: “the ship plows the sea”; “he uttered a volley of oaths.” While asleep, a 

dreamer may jump off the ground and begin to fly. This activity may be a 

metaphor for “rising above” one’s problems, trying to escape responsibility, ad¬ 

vancing oneself spiritually through meditation or prayer, or engaging in more 

playful activities, thus balancing one’s serious side. Again, a dream metaphor’s 

meaning may be a combination of two or more referents, or it may simply 

mean that the dreamer has turned around in bed, stimulating bodily reactions 

and sensations that are incorporated into the dream as flight. 
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During the siege of Tyre in 332 a.d., Alexander the Great dreamed of a 

satyr, a demigod who supposedly lived in wooded areas. Aristander of 

Telmessos, a seer who accompanied him, was called in and observed that the 

Greek word satyros could be divided into sa and Tyros, which translates as 

“Tyre is yours.” The dream symbol encouraged Alexander to wage the war 

vigorously and win the cg;y.^ 

In 1844, the inventor Elias Howe dreamed that a savage king ordered his 

execution because he had not been able to perfect a lockstitch sewing machine. 

As the warriors’ spears approached his body, Howe observed that they had 

eye-shaped holds near their heads. Awakening, Howe went to his laboratory 

and whittled a model of the needle, placing the hole near the tip, thus bringing 

his efforts of several years to a successful conclusion.* Here the spears sym¬ 

bolized the needle that Howe needed to invent, while his capture by savages 

probably was a metaphor for the stress brought about by his unsuccessful 

efforts up to that time. 

Francis of Assisi, the thirteenth-century monk who founded the Fran¬ 

ciscan order, supposedly dreamed that he had grown exceptionally tall in 

order to restore the balance of a Vatican basilica, which was on the verge of 

collapse. This metaphor gave St. Francis the courage he sought to tell the pope 

that his new religious order was badly needed to restore vigor to the Roman 

Catholic church.^ 

However, a dream need not contain symbols or metaphors to solve a 

problem. The naturalist Louis Agassiz dreamed about how he should break 

open a certain stone to obtain a fossil. Upon awakening, Agassiz located a 

chisel, followed the directions, and discovered a perfect specimen. Sir Fre¬ 

derick Grant Banting discovered a procedure for the mass production of in¬ 

sulin in a dream; again, the images were realistic, not symbolic.'® 

Dreamworkers are now able to teach basic dream recall, dream appre¬ 

ciation techniques, and dream interpretation skills that can demonstrate and 

enhance problem solving for people who wish to decode the language of the 

night. Psychoanalyst Helen Fagin has conducted several dream classes for art¬ 

ists, observing that dreams are less Freud’s “royal road” to the unconscious 

than a river that has been dammed but is ready to flow again in the safety of 

the dream group." 

Edward Storm, a computer scientist, has taught classes in which he and 

his students explore the association between dream language and computer 

science. Storm observes that in both instances, important material is coded in 

a structured and systematic way that can be learned. His classroom experience 

has convinced him that “These are epcouraging times for the dreamer and for 
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the study of dreams. ... If the same object or situation can mean different 

things to different dreamers at different times, then the form of a dream is 

that part that is the same’. ... If we can postulate a mental capacity for 

organizing this cognitive structure of dreams, and if we can describe the 

forms generated by this capacity, we will have gained new insight into the for¬ 

mal structural capacities of the mind.”*^ 

This section opens with psychologist Gayle Delaney’s provocative ac¬ 

count of personal and professional problem solving in dreams. Literary schol¬ 

ars Kenneth Atchity and Vincent Atchity’s astute report of dreams in litera¬ 

ture and the arts selects from a vast literary resource that could fill several 

volumes. Over the years, psychologist Fariba Bogzarin has used her own and 

her students’ dreams to foster painting and drawing. These chapters describe 

innovative techniques, while at the same time revealing some of the authors’ 

personal experiences and insights. Finally, psychiatrist Montague Ullman, 

who, in my opinion, has done more than anyone else to provide useful 

guidelines for lay dream groups, presents an authoritative guide for those who 

wish to pursue dream work. 

92 



Gayle Delaney 

ersonai an 1 and 

Prof essiona 1 PtoU em 

iSolving in Dreams 

In this chapter I will discuss the natural problem-solving nature 

of many spontaneous dreams and introduce a method for eliciting 

dreams that are helpful in solving specific, targeted problems. 

During the last two decades, experimental laboratory researchers and clinical 

psychotherapists have studied the information-processing and problem¬ 

solving functions of dreaming. Studies by Pearlman, Greenberg, Horne, 

Glaubman, and others have demonstrated that depriving animals and people 

of their REM, or dream, sleep impairs their ability to think creatively and to 

solve problems.* In addition, intensive learning may require increased 

dreaming. Students who improved their language skills in an intensive lan¬ 

guage course had more REM sleep than usual, while the students who did not 

show an improvement had no increase in REM sleep.^ Greenberg and Pearl- 

man, two innovative psychoanalysts, have shown the direct connection be¬ 

tween the manifest content of dreams and the dreamers current life 

concerns.^ 

Many scientists and mathematicians have solved problems while asleep 

and apparently dreaming. After three days and nights of working on his 

periodic table without sleep, Mendeleyev fell asleep and later said, “In my 

dream, I saw the Chart where all the elements are placed as they should be. I 

woke up and immediately wrote it all down on a piece of paper. Eventually 

there was only one place which needed to be corrected.”'* 

Otto Loewi won the 1936 Nobel prize in physiology and medicine for 

demonstrating the chemical nature qf-the transmission of nervous impulses. 
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which had previously been thought to be an electrical process. The unlikely 

design for the experiment that demonstrated this finding came to Loewi in his 

sleep. He later wrote, “. . . we should sometimes trust a sudden intuition 

without too much skepticism. If carefully considered in the daytime, I would 

undoubtedly have rejected the kind of experiment I performed.”^ 

Elias Howe dreamed the solution to a design problem that allowed him 

to invent the lock-stitch sewing machine.^ Sometimes a dream is not re¬ 

called, but the scientist awakes in the middle of the night or in the morning 

with the solution to the problem clearly in mind. Such was the case for the 

great German physicist Hermann L. F. von Helmholtz, best known for his 

statement of the law of conservation of energy, the invention of the ophthal¬ 

moscope, and his research in optics, acoustics, hydrodynamics, electrody¬ 

namics, and meteorological physics. Helmholtzs original ideas generally 

occurred to him in the morning after a night of sleep. He said that after hav¬ 

ing investigated a problem “in all directions, . . . happy ideas come unex¬ 

pectedly without effort like an inspiration. So far as I am concerned, they have 

never come to me when my mind was fatigued or when I was at my working 

table.”7 

W. B. Cannon, one of Americas greatest physiologists, the first to use 

X-rays in physiological studies and the first to articulate the theory of homeo¬ 

stasis, wrote that awakenings in the middle of the night led to new theories 

and designs for inventions such as his device for obtaining an automatically 

written record of the clotting of blood. As a child he would purposely “sleep 

on” problems in algebra and on how he might repair broken toys. Cannon 

wrote further that. 

As a matter of routine I have long trusted unconscious processes to serve me— 

for example, when I have had to prepare a public address. I would gather points 

for the address and write them down in a rough outline. Within the next few 

nights I would have sudden spells of awakening, with an onrush of illustrative 

instances, pertinent phrases, and fresh ideas related to those already listed. Paper 

and pencil at hand permitted the capture of these fleeting thoughts before they 

faded into oblivion. The process has been so common and so reliable for me that 

I have supposed that it was at the service of everyone. But evidence indicates that 
it is not.* 

Many contemporary mathematicians who have studied with me or who 

have written me about their dreams express similar surprise that most people 

don’t seem to know how to use their sleep and dreams to solve problems. 
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(Since these innovators were not in sleep labs when they awoke with their so¬ 

lutions, we cannot be sure what stage of sleep produced the solutions, es¬ 

pecially in cases where no dream was recalled.) In my experience, mathemati¬ 

cians take particular pleasure in the discovery process, and often note that 

their discoveries made or realized upon awakening are among the most thrill¬ 

ing. Elmer Tory, Professor of Mathematics and Computer Sciences at Mount 

Allison University, wrote of a solution to a problem in unilateral Gaussian 

fields with which he awoke at two in the morning while on sabbatical at Har¬ 

vard. While Tory’s solutions usually come to him in “successive revelations,” 

he wrote that 

this case was unusual because the final result was a quantum leap from my pre¬ 

vious understanding. All the elements of the complete solution were revealed 

and my mind leapt intuitively from one result to another. . . . Perhaps because it 

was so sudden and complete, it was my most exhilarating discovery.® 

The remarkable Indian mathematician Srinivasa Ramanujan, who, as a 

young man in relative isolation, reconstructed—and in certain areas sur¬ 

passed—a rich half-century of European mathematics, claimed that he was 

regularly inspired with formulae in dreams throughout his life. Friends tried 

to send the very poor Ramanujan to Cambridge, but his mother refused to 

give her consent. She changed her mind when she had a dream “in which she 

saw her son seated in a big hall amidst a group of Europeans, and the goddess 

Managiri had commanded her not to stand in the way of her son fulfilling his 

life’s purpose.”'® 

Like scientists and mathematicians, artists use dreams for inspiration 

and problem solving. Beethoven, Brahms, Stravinsky, and Wagner are among 

the best-known musicians to have used their dreams and reveries in their 

work. August Strindberg insisted that his brain worked sharpest when he was 

asleep. Milton, Blake, Robert Louis Stevenson, and many other writers have 

used dreams as inspiration and sometimes instruction in their art." D. H. 

Lawrence wrote to a friend: 

I can never decide whether my dreams are the result of my thoughts, or my 

thoughts the result of my dreams. It is very queer but my dreams make conclu¬ 

sions for me. They decide things finally. I dream a decision. Sleep seems to ham¬ 

mer out for me the logical conclusions of my vague days and offer me them as 

dreams.*^ 
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Professional and Personal Problem Solving 

IN Private Practice 

Among my clients are lawyers who work out touchy contracts in their sleep, 

corporate managers and executives who identify problems and devise solu¬ 

tions via their dreams, public relations people whose dreams lead them to 

creating new programs, and journalists who learn how to tap their dreaming 

minds for ideas on how to approach a new story. 

Dreams are perhaps best known for their usefulness in helping us to un¬ 

derstand ourselves better and to solve emotional and interpersonal problems. 

Many therapists today see in dreams the individual’s best efforts to cope with 

and solve emotional problems from waking life. Some dreams serve simply to 

identify a problem the dreamer ignores while awake. For example, Gina, one 

of my clients, dreamed that she was being strangled by her new boyfriend. 

Once awake, she was baffled by the dream. All she was willing to see in her 

new boyfriend were his dashing, handsome, attentive; ways. However, after re¬ 

flecting upon the possibility that she was hiding from herself a more unflatter¬ 

ing assessment of the man, she wondered whether his extreme possessiveness 

might become a problem that could strangle her. 

Gina soon had a dream that went one step further: it revealed some of 

the dynamics of the problem. She dreamed that she was in bed with her for¬ 

mer boyfriend, who was holding a pillow over her face. When she described 

his personality, she recognized for the first time that he was very much like 

her current boyfriend: handsome, wealthy, and dashing, but also possessive, 

overbearing, and suffocating. Gina was reluctant to give up her new beau, and 

so her dreams hammered away at the same theme for several months. 

Gina needed a better understanding of why she could not give up her 

boyfriend even after she had recognized her pattern of selecting this sort of 

partner again and again. As often happens, she had a dream that seemed to go 

to the source of her problem. She dreamed that she was invited on a trip 

around the world by John Kennedy. She was delighted, but soon discovered 

that she would have to follow his schedule, do whatever he wanted, and always 

be on call to meet his needs. She wondered whether she was invited as a com¬ 

panion or as a prisoner. While working with this dream, Gina described Ken¬ 

nedy as a dashing, exciting, powerful male who was ambitious and admirable, 

but who used women to gratify his needs for sex and dominance. Asked if this 

description reminded her of anyone in her life, she said, “My father, and most 

of my boyfriends!” Thus Gina began to understand that she was repeating a 

pattern of painful relationships that reflected her childhood relationship with 
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her father. Now, as an adult, she would have to learn to make more conscious 

and more mature choices regarding men. 

These dreams brought Ginas attention to a problem she had been deny¬ 

ing, and they helped her to understand the dynamics of her problem. More 

dreams followed that assisted her in her conscious efforts to recognize and ap¬ 

preciate the sort of man who could satisfy her needs. 

It is important to enaphasize that, except in presenting new ideas or con¬ 

crete solutions to concrete problems, dreams will not solve your problemsybr 

you. They will open your eyes to information you have failed to appreciate or 

acknowledge while awake, and this “new” information will help you solve 

your problem if you are willing to change your attitude or point of view. This 

is not often easy, and it requires courage in the face of resistance and per¬ 

sistence in the face of frustration. 

Dream Incubation 

While the spontaneous dreams you have every night will help you to better 

understand and solve your intellectual, creative, and artistic problems, you 

also can learn how to elicit dreams on a given night that will help you out with 

specific problems.*^ Suppose you need a new idea for a creative project, such as 

a paper you are writing or a picture you are painting. By using a form of 

“dream incubation” you can target your dreams to help you. If, instead, you 

want your dreaming mind to work on a problem you are having, such as get¬ 

ting along with a business partner, your spouse, or your child, or if you want to 

explore a particular problem you have with anger or fear, you can incubate a 

dream on that. Dream incubation is easily learned. If you carefully follow 

these instructions, you should be able to dream about the issue you target the 

first time you incubate a dream. 

Six Steps for Incubating Dreams 

Choose the Right Night. Choose a night when you are neither intoxicated nor 

overtired, and one that will allow you to get a full night’s sleep followed by 

enough time in the morning to record a dream or two. As you gain experience 

in incubating dreams, you will be able to abbreviate the method; but in the be¬ 

ginning, and whenever incubating dreams on very sensitive issues, you will 
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have the best chance of success if you follow every step. The process will take 

about ten minutes before sleep and enough time to record your dream upon 

awakening. 

Record Your Day Notes. Before going to sleep, write down the highlights of 

your day in the dream journal, which should be kept beside your bed. Ask 

yourself what you did during the day and what you felt. Then record in just 

four or five lines the emotional highlights of the day. If you felt exhausted after 

a frustrating day at work, write that down. Note anything that stirred your 

feelings, even if the day s most moving event was a phone call from your 

brother. By learning to note the emotional news of the day, you will become 

more aware of thoughts and emotional reactions that trigger your spon¬ 

taneous dreams and that may inspire you to incubate a dream. These notes are 

much more useful in helping you to understand a dream than are those writ¬ 

ten upon awakening. If you keep your day notes brief, you will be much more 

likely to keep them faithfully. 

Incubation Discussion. Next, write a few lines about the issue you would like to 

dream about. Describe the problem, your readiness to take a fresh look at it 

and to alter your position, and what benefits you might have to give up if you 

resolved it. Stir up your feelings. Don’t write much more than a page, or you 

may turn the process into a chore. Keep your notes brief. 

Incubation Phrase. Now write a one-line phrase that clearly states what you 

would like to understand about your problem, or on what matter you need a 

new idea. This is the most important step in the process. Be sure to write out 

your incubation question or request on a separate line in your journal. Choos¬ 

ing your question may be easy, or it might be very difficult. This step will help 

you to focus your thinking and to clarify your problem and your relation to it, 

and it will force you to decide upon the next step you are willing to take in its 

exploration. 

A good deal of insight can be gained by struggling to formulate a clear, 

succinct question, a troublesome issue, and actually writing the question in 

your journal will insure that you focus thoughtfully and carefully enough. It 

will also give you the necessary discipline to choose only one issue and to settle 

on one among many ways of phrasing the question. 

Repeat the Phrase as You Fall Asleep. Place your journal beside your bed, turn 

out the light, and close your eyes. Repeat over and over your incubation phrase 

as if it were a lullaby or a mantra. Each time your mind wanders, bring it back 
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to your phrase. You will fall asleep quickly, because you are not allowing your¬ 

self to ruminate or worry about your problem. As you repeat the phrase, feel 

the desire to learn something new tonight, to make a shift in your perspective. 

This is a very comfortable way to fall asleep and is far more productive than 

counting sheep. 

Record Whatever Is on Your Mind When You Awal^en. When you awaken, 

whether in the middle of the night or in the morning, write down whatever is 

in your mind. Learn to ask yourself, “What was I just thinking.?” Frequently, 

a dream memory will feel like an ordinary thought that you might dismiss if 

you asked yourself, “What was I just dreaming.?” And to the surprise of many, 

answers to incubation questions sometimes come in the form of ready-made 

ideas and formulations, or in the form of songs playing through one’s mind in 

the morning. 

Most often, however, the answers are embedded in the metaphors of the 

dream and are easily overlooked by the dreamer until he or she takes the time 

to explore those metaphors and interpret the dream. If your dream seems to 

have nothing to do with your question, write it down anyway. Wait a few 

hours, and then work on understanding the dream without trying to make it 

answer your question. Remember that whatever your dream is about con¬ 

stitutes an important issue in your life, whether your incubation effort was 

successful or not. Only after you have understood what your dream is about 

should you ask yourself whether it sheds new light on the incubation issue. 

This will discourage you from reading into your dream something that is not 

there, and it will help you to appreciate whatever dream you did have. 

A Lawyer’s Incubated Dream 

Let’s look at an example of a dream incubation. Judith, a lawyer for a major 

corporation, had grown frustrated with a job that she had once found very ex¬ 

citing. Yet the security and status of her job were very good, and she was un¬ 

sure whether she could find a better job in the area. Judith did not want to 

move, and she thought she should be happy with her enviable job. She won¬ 

dered whether she might have an attitude problem rather than a job problem. 

Judith incubated a dream with the question, “What should I do about my 

job.?” That night she had the following dream. 

A small group ofpeople from my high school (who are adults in the dream) are 

meeting for dinner. We wait in the bar for the ones who have yet to arrive. My 
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“pair” is Jim O’Hara, but in the dream, I realize that Jim is really Tom Douglas. Ev¬ 

eryone has arrived, and we have troublefinding placesfor all six of us to fit in, so we 

put two tables together in the bar. 

Jim/Tom tabes charge in a sort of pushy-game-playing way. He dictates where 

we will all sit at the tables and where we will dine. The group takes on the feeling of 

a group of college drinking buddies with dates. Jim/Tom calls allfraternity brothers 

to go dine where there is lots of food and booze. I decide to leave. Ifeel self-confident. 

This is not where / belong. / have better things to do. 

Asked to describe the personalities of Jim and Tom, Judith said that she 

had seen neither of them since high school, but that Jim was a sweet, nice guy, 

while Tom was the smooth, glib, good-looking leader of the pack. Asked if 

there was anyone in her current life who seemed sweet and nice, but who was 

in fact smooth, glib, and a leader of the pack, she said that her direct counter¬ 

part in another department at work, a lawyer named Samuel, was very much 

like a combination of Jim and Tom. Then Judith noted that just as in high 

school, a good deal of her discomfort with the job qame from her difficulty 

feeling as though she fit in with the group. She said that her work group was 

more like a high-school clique or fraternity gang than she had recognized. Ju¬ 

dith felt that her dream decision to leave the fraternity scene was a healthy 

one, and that whether or not she decided to leave her job, she should give up 

trying to fit in and be fully accepted by a group that simply does not suit her. 

Her growing self-confidence was liberating her from an exaggerated need to 

be accepted. 

Like most dreams, incubated or spontaneous, this dream, once under¬ 

stood, opened the dreamer s eyes to a dynamic she had failed to adequately ap¬ 

preciate. Also, it did not “tell the dreamer what to do,” but showed her what 

she was doing to help her make a more informed decision. 
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Kenneth Atchity and Vincent Atchity 

Dreams, Literature, 

and tke Arts 

The arts and dreamwork are synonymous. Film without the dream 

sequences of Luis Bunuel or Federico Fellini, Stanley Kubrick or 

Woody Allen, would demonstrate a tediously one-dimensional 

storytelling grammar. From the nightmarish “Caprices” of Francisco Goya to 

the droll eccentricities of Rene Magritte, painting has employed dream mate¬ 

rial to comment on its own aesthetics. So, too, dreams are woven in and out of 

the history of music, from Tartini’s “Devil’s Sonata” to Stravinsky’s “The Rite 

of Spring.” The artistic inventiveness of the human brain is at its freest when 

we dream. “For the poet,” said Andre Gide, “as for God, the word creates the 

world.” 
Western literature has been transfused with the blood of dreams from 

time immemorial, when words reached only as far as a voice could carry 

them—until now, when the earth hangs suspended in a satellite-spun web of 

words flying at light speed. Words create images, invoking pictures we per¬ 

ceive and shape into the meaning of our lives, just as Carlos Fuentes’ narrator 

in The Death of Artemio Cruz reframes his now-completed inventory of mem¬ 

ories into a portrait closer to his heart’s desire. Literature’s use of dream mate¬ 

rial reminds us that the most incontestable human reality is that of perception 

and imagination. The history of literary dreams reveals a consistently ada¬ 

mant uncertainty as to precisely where the boundary lies between life—the 

objective reality—and life—the subjective dream. 

In his play Life Is a Dream, Pedro Calderon de la Barca toys with his pro¬ 

tagonist’s sense of direction by mercilessly shifting the boundary between 

dream and reality until Sigismundo’s uncertainty has been aggravated to the 

extent that he declares: 
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What is life? An insanity. 

What is life? An illusion, 

A shadow, a fiction. 

And the greater part of it is very little; 

For all of life is a dream. 

Even dreams are a dream.^ 

Sigismundo makes no attempt to discern a dividing line between dream and 

reality. Instead, Calderons protagonist governs his actions solely in light of the 

expectation of being ultimately awakened by death—and only then, if at all, 

\ieiv!\g judged. Perhaps Sigismundo’s determined agnosticism about the dis¬ 

tinction between dreams and reality is the most natural position for humans 

to take. If there is judgment in the land of the dead (if indeed there is a land of 

the dead), it would seem that the highest expression of our humanity should 

be considered not our ability to draw boundaries but our ability to live more or 

less sanely despite our recognition that in some.cases, any boundaries we 

might draw are themselves imaginary. Calderon grapples thematically with 

our uncertainty about the relationship between dreams and reality; he sug¬ 

gests that no clear distinction can be made between them, at least by the living; 

and he reveals that the more useful focus of concern is not the boundary be¬ 

tween reality and dreams, but the boundary between life with all its dreams 

and that “dreamless sleep,” death. 

The Classical Period 

Sigismundo is part of a tradition rooted in the very origins of literature. From 

China to India to Egypt to Mesopotamia, poetry first arose from dreams and 

visions. In Homer s Iliad, Zeus sends an “evil Dream” to deceive Agamemnon 

into “believing things in his heart that were not to be accomplished.”^ He 

awakens to initiate combat with Troy. The dream performs a multipurpose 

narrative role. It serves through indirect discourse to explain the inexplicable: 

why did the Achaians allow Agamemnon to lead them without the support of 

Achilles? Because he had a dream, and dreams were normally considered by 

mortals to be messages from the gods. In the world depicted by the Iliad, the 

authority of a dream is usually not questioned, even though the intent behind 

its message may not be entirely discernible to the dreamer. 

Moreover, Homer uses the dream to underline the pitfalls resulting from 

his characters’ mortal inability to distinguish between false and true images. 
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Sigismundo’s recognition of his incapacity to discern that boundary enhances 

his objectivity toward the events he experiences. However, Homer s Zeus cyn¬ 

ically channels Agamemnon’s lack of discernment through the king’s subjec¬ 

tivity. Agamemnon knows he has wronged Achilles. His royal hubris is all too 

ready to believe a dream that tells him that he can conquer the Trojans with¬ 

out the help of the Achaians’ greatest warrior. To distinguish between false 

dream and the fateful reality of his waking world, Agamemnon’s knowledge 

would have to equal that of Zeus. He would then have had to declare that the 

“gods must be crazy.” Certainly the gods Homer portrayed were untrust¬ 

worthy. Indeed, his portrait of Zeus’ duplicity suggests that Homeric man 

lived in a world where he remained victim to the gods’ intentional confound¬ 

ing of any and all boundaries—& world where the origin of images was always 

uncertain. 

Perhaps nowhere in classical Western literature is the uncertainty about 

the boundary between dreams and reality, and its use as a narrative strategy of 

indirect discourse, more clearly seen than in VesgiVs Aeneid.^ After visiting the 

dead in the underworld, Aeneas returns to carry on with his life and destiny. 

At this juncture, Vergil reworks a famous passage in the Odyssey (19.560-70), 

where Homer has the gates of horn and ivory reflect the complementary na¬ 

tures of Odysseus and Penelope.'* Vergil’s narrator gives us a piece of informa¬ 

tion that undermines the credibility of his entire narration: 

There are two gates of sleep; of which one is made of horn, by which easy exit is 

given to true shades, the other of gleaming ivory polished to perfection, but 

through which the spirits send false dreams skyward. Here, then, Anchises ac¬ 

companies his son, and the sybil with him, when all was said—and sends him 

through the ivory gate.^ 

With this passage, the discursive progress of xheAeneid is momentarily inter¬ 

rupted by indirect discourse. The description of the Gates is a perturbingly in¬ 

formative digression, and the interruption augments the reader’s accelerating 

sense of uncertainty. 

As the first half of the Aeneid comes to a close, Aeneas returns to the sur¬ 

face of the world through the gate of false dreams. The chief character of the 

epic, his substantiality within his heroic world carefully linked to the legend¬ 

ary prehistory of Rome, is with this single stroke severed from the seamless 

credibility toward which the fictional narrative otherwise, superficially, as¬ 

pires. As he walks onward toward Tiber, the hero of Vergil’s epic is seen as less 

substantial, less palpably real, than the very shades of the dead he encountered 

in Hades. What kind of an image is he.? 
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Perhaps Vergil means to suggest by this remarkable indirection that 

Aeneas is a kind of dream—the false kind—and that the epic myth, created 

by Vergil at the request of Augustus, is of the same unsubstantial nature as a 

dream. Of course, he may be telling us at the same time that dreams are as 

substantial as myths—that ready-made myths, the products of the poetic 

imagination, can play as meaningful a role in reality as can myths inherited 

from the remote past, and that they are no more or less yielding than a dream. 

Whichever is the case, clearly it is only in Vergil’s underworld that all 

dreams may be seen for what they are, be they true or false. Only in the land of 

the dead does the boundary between dream and reality become clear. Aeneas 

issues forth from that land through the ivory gate of false dreams; the gate of 

horn is reserved for true shades, and Aeneas is not yet a shade. Like a shaman, 

he returns to the upper world, the land of the living, where he will carry on 

with his dream life until he, too, finally awakens—and permanently rejoins 

the authentic, somber company below. Centuries later Calderon was follow¬ 

ing Vergil when he had Sigismundo declare “that to live is only to dream;/ 

and the experience teaches me / that the living man dreams / what he is until 

he awakens” into death. 

The sudden and immense sense of doubt—the accumulating suspicion 

of the unsubstantiality of Vergil’s hero—that is triggered by this passage ac¬ 

companies us to the very end of \.\\cAeneid. The progressive hiatus of this indi¬ 

rect discourse (the digression about the gates) diminishes our conviction at the 

same time that the direct discourse seeks to affirm it. The result of Vergil’s 

dreamwork is the acute sense of depth or irony we experience when we read 

his melancholy masterpiece. 

The Medieval Period 

Macrobius’ intriguing Commentary on the Dream of Scipio and Boethius’ Con¬ 

solation of Philosophy link the dream literature of the classical and medieval 

periods. The Middle Ages are replete with dream poetry, from Dante’s Corn- 

media^ to Le Roman de la Rose. No medieval dream poem is more subtle and 

psychologically persuasive than Chaucer’s Bool^e of the Duchesse, in which the 

dramatic tension between narrator-as-dreamer and dreamer-(awakened)-as- 

narrator dictates the reader’s involvement with and response to the poem’s 

treatment of the relationships among the thematic elements of death, mem¬ 

ory, and perfection. Although Chaucer does not depict uncertainty about the 

boundary between dreaming and waking, he explores the implications of 
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dreaming values being quite different from waking values. The subject of this 

dream-vision poem is bereavement, and Chaucers narrative considers the 

mysterious distinction between life and death even more directly than do the 

Aeneid and hife Is a Dream. 

Two dreams are described in the Boo\e of the Duchesse. The first occurs 

in a tale read by the narrator in which a dream comes to “awaken” the bereaved 

wife of a husband lost at sea and to urge her to “bury” her dead husband and 

cease her grieving. The second dream is the narrator s own, which forms the 

largest part of the poem. This second dream also begins with an awakening: 

Me thoghte thus: that hyt was May, 

And in the dawenynge I lay 

(Me mette thus) in my bed al nailed, 

And loI{edforth, for / was wafted 

With smalefoules a gret hep 

That had affrayed me out of my step, 

Throgh noyse and swetnesse of her song. ^ 

This dreamer-(awakened)-as-narrator serves as envoy to the bereaved black 

knight he discovers in the forest glade. The dreamer/narrator seems to be at¬ 

tempting to convince the knight to cease his grieving, and he seems to be con¬ 

vinced by the knight that the death of his beloved is a loss that he will mourn 

ceaselessly. In this way, Chaucer uses the narrator’s dream to distance his nar¬ 

rator as well as his readers from a sensitive topic in order that it may be seen 

from a fresh perspective. His repeated use of the image of being awakened 

within a dream (what contemporary dreamworkers term lucid dreaming) sug¬ 

gests that the perspective on death found in the dreams the poet creates may be 

more enduring than that held by the bereaved reader in the waking state. 

In effect, the narrator’s seeming naivete in forcing the black knight to re¬ 

peat his lady’s praises is an indirect way of transforming the knight’s objective 

grief to a subjective, narrated, perfected image of his lady that nothing can 

ever take away from him. The narrator’s questions lead the knight to make art 

of his memories—to express and, at the same time, to internalize a completed 

portrait of her in words. Through memorializing his lady the knight tran¬ 

scends his grief, uniting her with Keats’ sweeter “unheard melodies” and 

Yeats’ “artifice of eternity.” In the knight’s recollection, his lady achieves a per¬ 

fection unattainable in life. We truly become immortals through literature. 

Chaucer’s sensitive treatment of bereavement through the distancing 
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device of the two dreams suggests that taking Reason off guard to allow un¬ 

certainty about the boundary between dreaming and waking may lead to a 

most felicitous uncertainty about the division between life and death. 

The Renaissance Period 

From Santa Teresa and Juan de la Cruz to John Bunyan’s Pilgrims Progress, the 

Renaissance continued to exploit the relationship between dream and poetry 

in every way imaginable. Shakespeare, like his contemporaries Calderon, 

Quevedo, and Gongora, took dramatic advantage of the analogies between 

dream and theater, and made great play of the uncertainty surrounding 

dreaming and waking. The thematic family of sleep, dreams, death, ghosts, 

memories, illusion, madness, and imagination circulates through Shake¬ 

speare’s works like a vitalizing current until they proclaim, resoundingly, as 

Jorge Luis Borges points out, “the fundamental identity of existing, dream¬ 

ing, and acting.”* Both in Hamlet’s famous “To be or not to be” soliloquy and 

in The Tempest, the metaphorical identification of life with dream and drama 

with imagination is given natural expression and natural closure; 

Our revels now are ended. These our actors, 

As I foretold yott, were all spirits, and 

Are melted into air, into thin air; 

And, lihp the baseless fabric of this vision. 

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces. 

The solemn temples, the great globe itself. 

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve; 

And, lihp this insubstantial pageant faded, 

Leave not a rocl{ behind. We are such stuff 

As dreams are made on, and our little life 

Is rounded with a sleep . . .(5.1) 

Shakespearean characters like Prospero, Richard III, Mercutio, Bottom, and 

Caesar stage-manage their dreams and nightmares so that the audience can 

and must take part in them. 

No one explored the poetic uses of dream as brilliantly as did Cervantes 

(who died the same year as Shakespeare). The “Cave of the Montesinos” epi¬ 

sode of Don Quixote is a marvelous intertextual indirection on the part of the 

master strategist of indirect discourse. Whether the hero’s account of his de¬ 

scent is a “dream report”—as Sancho suspects and Don Quixote stalwartly 
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denies—or a dreamlike fabrication matters not at all, because it strays “not 

one iota” from Don Quixote’s sacred and idiosyncratic vision of the truth. The 

world Don Quixote imagines is the world he perceives; the world he lives in is 

imaginary. Don Quixote’s cave is the successor of Vergil’s entrance to Hades 

and a predecessor of Alice’s rabbit hole. 

Interrupting the primary narrative of his epic novel, Cervantes sends his 

character to explore the depths of the cave. The character’s subsequent report, 

if we can determine how to receive it, may be of great use to us in exploring 

this work of Cervantes’ imagination as well as the function and products of 

our own conscious and unconscious processes. The stature of Don Quixote’s 

attitude is mythic. His sacred, priestly, shamanic character is defined in his 

ability and determination to accept the mission to explore fully and unflinch¬ 

ingly the deepest recesses of the cave and, most importantly, to return skyward 

and tell us what he found and saw. Will we believe his eyes.? His words? Will 

we live in the world he imagines? Do we believe Aeneas fresh from the ivory 

gate? Do we believe the dreams of others (as the Achaians did Agamemnon’s), 

or even our own? Dare we live in the world we imagine? Can we dispense 

with our need for boundaries? Since Don Quixote (and his Merlin, Cer¬ 

vantes) invents worlds as he speaks, how in any world can we know that he 

isn’t, even as he speaks, inventing what he saw in the cave? 

Don Quixote says he “traveled into that obscure region below without 

any certain or determined path”;^ and so we are uncertain, but nonetheless 

filled with eagerness to see, as we descend with his words into the narrative 

(the indirect dreamlike discourse) of his descent. 

“I think,” Sancho tells his master after hearing only part of the account, 

“that Merlin or those enchanters that laid a spell on the whole crowd Your 

Grace says you’ve seen and communicated with down there have stuck into 

your imagination or your memory all this machination that you’ve been nar¬ 

rating to us, and all that remains to be narrated.” Sancho’s sweeping dismissal 

places him in an excessive position that neither we nor he want to maintain. 

We are almost relieved to hear how easily Don Quixote’s imagination rises to 

Sancho’s incredulous challenge: “ ‘Such a thing could be, Sancho,’ replies Don 

Quixote, ‘but it is not so in this case; for I have narrated what I saw with my 

own eyes and touched with my own hands.’ ” Calderon’s Sigismundo says 

much the same thing when he asserts, “No, I’m not dreaming, since I both feel 

and believe what I’ve been and what I am.” Nevertheless, the play goes on to 

establish how unsubstantial that assertion is and how any boundary drawn be¬ 

tween dream and reality is a matter of perspective. The veracity of anyone’s 

visualization is essentially unquestionable. 

107 



DREAMTIME AND DREAMWORK 

The Nineteenth Century 

The Romantics continued the dream tradition, but were influenced more by 

the emotion of the medieval dream visions than by the intricate metaphysical 

conceits of the Renaissance. “Was it a vision, or a waking dream.?/ Fled is that 

music:—Do I wake or sleep?” Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale” holds our atten¬ 

tion precisely because we don’t know where we are in it. The boundary be¬ 

tween dreaming and waking vanishes entirely: the poet is led into the dream 

“on the viewless wings of Poesy” and is as easily summoned back by a word: 

“Forlorn! the very word is like a bell/To toll me back from thee to my sole 

self!” Similarly, in “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” (transmuted wonderfully in 

Yeats’ “The Song of the Wandering Aengus”) Keats pronounces the inter¬ 

relatedness of dreams and reality for the hopelessly expectant knight, who is 

helpless to distinguish between them. 

Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” echoes Keats’ message that the doorway be¬ 

tween dream and reality may be open or shut with a word. The dreamlike 

“pleasure dome” is not built, but instead is created by the Khan’s “decree”— 

just as in Borges’ “Parable of the Palace” the poet destroys the palace with a 

word: “the real and the dreamed became one, or rather reality was one of 

dream’s configurations.”*® At the end of Coleridge’s poem, when the poet/ 

narrator discovers that his vision has slipped away from him, he asserts that if 

he could but recall the words he had seen so vividly in his dream he would 

then be able to do much more than simply complete the poem: 

. . . with music loud and long, 

I would build that dome in air, 

That sunny dome! those caves of ice! 

And all who heard should see them there. 

And all should cry. Beware! Beware! 

Hisflashing eyes, hisfloating hair! 

Weave a circle round him thrice. 

And close your eyes with holy dread. 

For he on honey-dew hath fed. 

And drun\ the mil\ ofParadise. 

Given the necessary words, the poet assumes a mythical, priestly, shamanic 

role and transcends the indefinite boundary, having “drunk the milk of Para¬ 

dise” to make reality from dream, and dream of reality. 

Edgar Allan Poe, in “Dream-Land,” describes a place that “lieth, sub¬ 

lime, Out of Space—out o(Time,” where “the traveller meets, aghast. Sheeted 
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memories of the past.” The title character of Hawthorne s “Young Goodman 

Brown” journeys by night to precisely such a locale and returns to find not 

only that he is unable to determine whether what he witnessed actually oc¬ 

curred or whether he had only “fallen asleep in the forest and only dreamed a 

wild dream of a witch-meeting,” but also that his entire life has been irreversi¬ 

bly altered by the event, to the extent that even his own wife is now under sus¬ 

picion of devilry. Hawthorne leaves it to the reader to determine the exact na¬ 

ture of young Goodman Brown’s experience, with the result that, in light of 

the concreteness of the change in Goodman Brown, we are forced finally to 

admit that the distinction between dreaming and waking reality is almost en¬ 

tirely irrelevant. 

The Twentieth Century 

Among the greatest contemporary examples of the dreamlike strategies is 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, which expands 

Borges’ metaphor of the parallel mirrors in the dream of the infinite rooms of 

Jose Arcadio Buendia.'* When the town of Macondo contracts “the illness of 

insomnia,” objective reality disintegrates: “In that state of hallucinated lu¬ 

cidity, not only did they see images of their own dreams, but some saw the im¬ 

ages dreamed by others. It was as if the house were full of visitors.”'^ 

Memory breaks down, then language, until the circular “story of the ca¬ 

pon” becomes the narrative microcosm of the living death we would lead if we 

no longer alternated sleep with waking. 
Another masterpiece of the twentieth-century European novel, Stanis- 

law Lem’s Solaris, includes within the scope of its narrative every conceivable 

form of dreamlike phenomena (copies, hallucinations, delirium, drugs, intox¬ 

ication, daydreams, memories, reveries, meditation, chimeras, trance, mirror 

images, incubi, mirages, ghosts, and doubles) to suggest how close to being in¬ 

finite are things imaginable—how many more numerous are the obscure 

forms than the local shapes of the limited surface world. 
Like Keats and Yeats before him, Wallace Stevens examines the dynamic 

by which dreams become the impetus for human activities and are therefore 

as fundamentally real as any other objective reality. In “Sunday Morning,” 

Stevens depicts dreams as having a darkening effect on the waking world: 

“The pungent oranges and bright, green wings/Seem things in some pro¬ 

cession of the dead.” The otherworldly nature of dreams in primitive religious 

literature drew humanity’s focus outward and away from the natural world, 

and the results of this were manifested in the development of divinities of “si¬ 

lent shadows”: Jove, for instance, whQ”“in the clouds had his inhuman birth.” 
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Stevens portrays the advent of the Christian perspective as the event in 

which “our blood, commingling, virginal, with heaven” drew dreams back 

down to the earth, their origin, with the suggestion that the earth is “all of 

paradise that we shall know.” He asserts that there is no dreamlike vision, or 

myth, or otherworldly rumor 

. . . that has endured 

As April’s green endures; or will endure 

LH^e her remembrance of awakened birds, 

Or her desire for June and evening, tipped 

By the consummation of the swallow’s wings. 

These constructs of the waking world—the perception and memory of 

images—are the source of dreams. When we recognize this continuum, our 

need to distinguish between dreaming and waking diminishes. More disturb¬ 

ing is the boundary between life and death. Stevens’ poem suggests that the 

need we feel for “some imperishable bliss” will not be satisfied in some inac¬ 

cessible and divine dreamland. The mystery of dreams lies in ourselves; it is a 

human mystery. As the beautiful, living earth is the mother of our dreams, so, 

then, Stevens’ poem concludes: 

Death is the mother of beauty; hencefrom her. 

Alone, shall come fulfillment to our dream 

And our desires. 

The foreknowledge of its own demise makes our imagination produce and 

applaud its waking and sleeping dramas, the dramas that immortalize. 

In the ordinary waking world, most people have a fair sense of where 

dream has ended and where reality begins. The uncertainty takes hold at the 

extraordinary moments when we ask, “Am I awake, or am I dreaming.?” Lit¬ 

erature always has given us freedom to resist our strong natural drive to define 

boundaries and to recognize that that very drive is itself an image of our desire 

for order. The poetic narrator—from Dante and Chaucer to Calderon and 

Shakespeare; from Keats and Shelley to Yeats and Stevens; from Cervantes to 

Hawthorne, Garda Marquez, and Puentes—finds ways to introduce the 

shadows that lurk in a world where all the boundaries are of our own imagin¬ 

ing. In its interweaving of true and false dreams, of sleep and waking, life and 

death, the art of words achieves what Aristotle called imitation, the imagina¬ 

tive encapsulation of reality—as it shows us not merely “the thing that has 

been,” but, what we most want to celebrate, “a kind of thing that might be.”'^ 
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Fariba Bogzaran 

linting D ream .mages 

. . . every night, while replenishing our energy, for the 

next day, in deep sleep, we visit the Great Spaces of the 

mind; but, on waking up, they are forgotten. The Great 

Spaces, though they exist, probably can not be observed 

objectively, but they can be expressed in painting. 

Gordon Onslow-Ford 

Our nightly journeys to the world of dreams offer a unique path 

to the discovery of our creative potential. Our dreams appear to be 

created spontaneously and we have an abundance of these crea¬ 

tions in our lifetime. Each dream is unique, like each sunrise, with different 

feelings, textures, and colors. 

The expression of dreams through visual arts has been recorded cross- 

culturally in paleolithic cave painting, Navajo sandpainting, and Egyptian, 

Indian, and Renaissance painting. If we look at the development of dream art 

in the Western world, we observe that in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen¬ 

turies, art moved from the static Renaissance to the Baroque to Neoclassicism 

and Romanticism. 

During that transitional time, John Henry Fuseli became a recognized 

artist after exhibiting a painting entitled The Nightmare at the Royal Academy 

in London in 1782. Although he was not the first artist to paint from dreams, 

his painting captured a wide audience by inviting viewers into the mysterious 

world of the unconscious. 
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I chose Fuseli s painting as an example of one of the artworks in the west¬ 

ern world that brought an awareness of expressing dreams through visual 

arts. However, the composition of The Nightmare was not unique at the time; 

many artists prior to Fuseli had attempted similar compositions, such as 

Marcantonio Raimondi in The Dream of Raphael (1506-10), Giulio Romano in 

Hecuba’s Dream (1538-39), Lodovico Carracci in Jacob’s Dream, (1605-08), and 

others.' ' 

In The Nightmare and similar compositions, the artists painted a waking 

environment that is familiar to us. They typically depict a sleeping person 

dreaming or visioning, while at the same time we observe their dream or vi¬ 

sion. Because during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries paintings were 

mostly the representations of waking life, this theme affected the awareness of 

the observer by shifting attention from the external reality (or waking state) to 

the internal reality (or dream state). 

It was not surprising that Fuseli encountered strong reactions to his crea¬ 

tion. Not only was his subject matter disturbing to the observer, but he also 

combined different styles of art to create his compositions. 

Art historian H. W. Janson comments on this integrative style: “In The 

Nightmare, the sleeping woman (more Mannerist than Michelangelesque) is 

Neoclassic; the grinning devil and the luminescent horse come from the 

demon-ridden world of medieval folklore. The Rembrandtesque lighting, on 

the other hand, reminds us of Reynolds.”^ 

Simultaneously, Fuseli’s friend, William Blake, a visionary poet and 

painter, captured his mystical experiences in both painting and poetry. As 

Blake expressed his visions in painting, his style diverged markedly from the 

art of his time. In Fearful Symmetry, Northrop Frye writes about Blake’s work: 

“He is an interruption in cultural history, a separable phenomenon. The his¬ 

torian of painting has to abandon all narrative continuity when the time 

comes to turn aside and devote a few words to Blake’s unique output.”^ 

The works of Blake and the paintings of Fuseli were truly an interrup¬ 

tion for that era; the full exploration of the unconscious did not gain popu¬ 

larity until two centuries later when the art world witnessed the gradual birth 

of futurism, cubism, and surrealism. With the surrealist movement, artists at¬ 

tempted to bridge the world of dreams and that of wakefulness through 

various styles of paintings. 

The art historians Horst De la Croix and Richard Tansey have com¬ 

mented on the progression of style from cubism (abstract, reasoned, and cool) 

to surrealism (dreamlike, intuitive, and expressive): “The artist’s free imag¬ 

ination now draws upon materials lying deep in his consciousness and his act 

”3 



DREAMTIME AND DREAMWORK 

Conscious Dreaming, 1982, by Fariba Bogzaran. 
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of expression is the proclamation of new realities, not less real because they are 

psychic.”'* Indeed, we no longer observe the painting of a person dreaming 

about a dream image; the painting/r the dream image. 

This expression is clearly shown in the art of Italian painter Giorgio de 

Chirico. His art contained a definite invitation to enter a dreamlike atmosphere, 

with familiar images distorted through different perspectives, shadows, and 

spaces. Although Italian^art historians place de Chirico in a school called 

Pittura Metafisica, he can be considered one of the early inspirations of the 

surrealism movement. Salvador Dali is another surrealist artist who utilized 

unconscious material to create his work.^ 

Andre Breton defined surrealism as “Pure psychic automatism . . . 

thought dictation in the absence of all control exercised by reason and outside 

all moral and aesthetic.”^ ^ " 

Automatism was a technique used by surrealists to paint without stop¬ 

ping to analyze. Gordon Onslow-Ford, who was actively involved with the 

surrealist movement in the 1930s, defines this technique: “Automatism was 

associated with dreams, and it was hoped that there would be a rapproche¬ 

ment between the dream and the waking state.”^ 

Before surrealism, art was the representation of our waking world; at 

the height of surrealism and after, much of it became the representation of our 

dream world. Paintings that represented the waking world together with 

dream images were gradually replaced by a world beyond dream imagery.^ 

Since surrealism, painting dream images has become a source of self- 

expression for many contemporary artists, some well-known and others 

obscure. The following examples illustrate different ways in which the dream 

world is expressed. 

As in Fuseli s The Nightmare, in Conscious Dreaming the artist shows 

dream images as they appeared in her dream.^ This painting became a repre¬ 

sentation of the dream world; however, the images changed slightly as they 

were painted. To manifest dream images exactly as they appear in dreams is to 

evoke a pure expression of the unconscious, which in many ways is an imposs¬ 

ible task. As soon as we recreate the dream in any art medium, the dream is no 

longer exactly as it was experienced. In reproducing the image, we call upon 

all our expertise to find the appropriate composition, medium, colors, and so 

forth to re-create the dream. 

When the artist starts a painting, the process of recreating the dream be¬ 

comes a lucid integration of the conscious and the unconscious. The artist 

may have had a preconceived notion of how to represent the dream, but once 

the actual process begins, the initial image may slowly evolve into a surpris¬ 

ing form. ■ 
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In her painting The Gift of the Dolphin, San Francisco artist Dorothy Rossi re¬ 

created a scene from her dream. She writes; 

At first I tried to paint that wonderful lace-like design of the dolphin’s skeletal 

structure, but everything in me fought this. Although the two dreams fit to¬ 

gether as a concept, and esthetically I was attracted to the skeletal figure, artis¬ 

tically I knew it didn’t work. The skeletal image is too vague for the rest of the 

composition. That is when I got the idea to paint the complete dolphin.^ 

This process of changing the dream image is common among artists 

who express their dreams through paintings. The painting itself becomes like 

a dream journey in which the dreamer/artist imbues a new experience with 

the information from the dream. It becomes the expression of the invisible 

world, and therefore the artist becomes the bridge between the visible and the 

invisible. 

There are various ways in which dreams are expressed through visual 

art forms, which can be regarded as different categories of manifesting the 

dream world. 

The first category is the bridge from the dream reality (invisible) to wak¬ 

ing reality (visible). The painting by Fuseli, The Nightmare, is an example of 

such a bridge. In it, we see waking reality; a sleeping woman, the familiar bed, 

familiar curtain. At the same time, we see the dream reality; the incubus, the 

horrified horse, the nightmarish mood. 

The second category is the integration of the invisible with the visible 

without any information about the waking environment. De Chirico’s and 

Rossi’s paintings are examples of artwork that contains no information about 

who is dreaming. The observer is taken straight into a dream scene filled with 

images that are recognizable and representational but somehow disjointed, 

distorted, or placed in a different perspective. 

In the third category, the artist expresses the invisible. The painting does 

not show any elements of wakefulness or dream images but is an expression of 

a new dimension with its own forms, structures, and colors unlike anything 

seen while awake. The painting might be familiar to us, but as something ex¬ 

perienced during waking vision, mystical experience, lucid dreaming, or 

other altered states. 

Gordon Onslow-Ford captures these moments, calling them the expres¬ 

sion of the inner-world. He writes; 

Some dreams are messages from the depths in symbolic language, but how rare 

it is in dreams to catch an inkling of what the inner-worlds are really like! But I 
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am sure that I visit the inner-worlds every night while asleep—as I recognize 

what appears spontaneously in my paintings, and am led on with a sure sense of 

direction.'® 

As an expressive dream artist, I realize that dream art reveals the artist’s 

own process of exploring the dreamscape. For example, when we observe the 

nature of Salvador Dali’s^paintings, it is obvious that he must have experienced 

hypnagogic imagery; much of his art represents the vivid, colorful, and dis¬ 

jointed images that occur in this creative “twilight” state of consciousness. 

In the work of De Chirico, one can move into the archetypal imagery of 

the Greek and Roman sculptures, which reveals various mythological themes. 

From the world of De Chirico we may move to the world of Yves Tanguy, 

where structure collapses into spontaneous movement, creating a new world 

of images, the seed of lucid awakening in the dream state. 

The work of Onslow-Ford take us to the world of lucidity, where the 

conscious and unconscious meet. In fact, the images in his paintings represent 

that state of lucidity in which one image moves into another, as colors lose 

their boundaries and shift hue. Onslow-Ford calls this stage Involution. He 

writes; 

Involution refers to the worlds within worlds that move from the surface be¬ 

tween the conscious and the unconscious toward the depths of the uncon¬ 

scious. . . . Unconscious material becomes conscious, conscious material stirs 

the depths. There is a cross-fertilization between the conscious and the 

unconscious." 

In my own process of re-creating dreams while painting, I first brought 

dream images into a familiar waking composition (such as Conscious Dream¬ 

ing). When my dreams had an archetypal theme, I expressed them in arche¬ 

typal images. As I started to have more lucid dreams, I discovered forms, 

structures, and images that I had never seen or experienced in the waking 

state; I then needed to change my art medium to express those images. 

After a lucid dream of making paper marbling, I adapted that medium 

to express my nocturnal dreams. Marbling is painting on the surface of water, 

and while painting I become close to the essence of lucidity as similarly expe¬ 

rienced in my dreams. The energy, movement, flexibility, and impermanence 

belong to the nature of both lucid dreaming and marbling. 

Painting my dreams through marbling became a novel expression of a 

119 



DREAMTIME AND DREAMWORK 

Space Travel, 1971, by Gordon Onslow-Ford, 



PAINTING DREAM IMAGES 

Lucid Dream, 1988, by Fariba Bogzaran. 

new dimension in which the familiar is no longer the external representation, 

but the opening to an inner experience where the familiar is no longer sepa¬ 

rated from who we are. 

In re-creating dreams through painting, the artist becomes a conscious 

traveler to the world of the unconscious and brings messages from this mys¬ 

tery land. Through painting, this mystery can be unveiled. 

121 



Montague Ullman 

Guidelines for Teacking 

Dreamwork 

In recent years, a great many books about dreams have appeared 

that are addressed to the layman and that offer a diverse array of 

viewpoints and strategies describing how to work with dreams. 

Their number seem to be growing exponentially. My goal is to provide readers 

with what I think they will need if they are to make an informed judgment on 

a particular book. 

Two preliminary questions have to be raised first, if only to dispose of 

them. Should dreamwork be taught to the general public? The answer is an 

unequivocal “yes” as far as I am concerned, although I can hear dissenting 

voices among my psychoanalytic colleagues. Freud certainly felt that, while 

dreams were of interest to the public, interpretive activity was best left in the 

hands of the psychoanalyst. Jung released this stricture a bit but still felt that a 

guide knowledgeable in the ways of the unconscious (personal and collective) 

was needed. 

The next question is, can it be taught? Again, the answer is “yes,” but 

with a caveat or two. Teaching implies learning and learning implies commit¬ 

ment, the mastery of certain skills, experience, and, in the case of dreams, a bit 

of risk-taking.* It is not possible to explore that deeply personal domain 

where our dreaming self resides without on occasion coming across material 

difficult or painful to handle. 

With the growing interest in dreams and in working with dreams by the 

general public, the question arises as to what extent the public is prepared to 

pursue this interest. For those of us who write books about dreams for the 

public, how well are we succeeding in getting across the principles of dream¬ 

work and how successful are we in teaching safe and effective strategies neces- 
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sary to carry them out? At least two serious problems can be anticipated. 

There is the danger that dreamwork may be pursued in a cultlike fashion, 

with one or another approach that promises more than it can produce being 

sold to the public. The public is often gullible when it comes to whatever 

promises instant relief, instant solutions, or instant healing. Then there are 

those who may be swept up in the dream movement who need more than 

dreamwork alone can give them. These people are in need of therapy, but have 

not or do not wish to face up to that need and seek a compromise solution 

through dreamwork. 

In what follows, I have formulated a number of questions readers might 

keep in mind as they pursue their reading about dreams. 

How well does the bool{ provide information about the nature of dreaming and the 

nature of the dream? The first need of the newcomer to dreamwork is to have 

some understanding of the basic phenomenon that is dreaming and of its con¬ 

nection to the recalled dream. The distinction is important. Dreaming is a bi¬ 

ologically instigated phase of sleep that recurs periodically—approximately 

every ninety minutes throughout the sleep cycle. It is the way we think while 

asleep. This thinking takes place predominantly in the form of uniquely 

crafted imagery that is related symbolically to feelings and experiences in our 

waking life. In most instances, they can be regarded as potential visual meta¬ 

phors in which the metaphorical meaning becomes obvious when the link be¬ 

tween image and feeling residues from waking experience comes to life. 

Dreaming may occur at other stages of sleep, but it most characteristically oc¬ 

curs during the rapid-eye-movement, (or REM), phase of sleep. Meaning is 

expressed in dreaming in the form of puns, play on words, double entendres, 

and symbolic imagery. 

What are the specific features of dreaming that mal^e it worthwhile to work^ with the 

remembered dream? There are three essential features that account for the po¬ 

tential healing power of the imagery. The first important feature of dreaming 

is its relevance to our current life. Freud provided the clue to this feature when 

he identified the dreamer s day residue as the starting point of what occupies 

the dreaming psyche. The feeling residues of recent experiences surface when 

our brain gets the signal to start dreaming. Those residues continue to linger 

because of their connection to earlier emotional residues from our past. 

The second important feature is our ability to gather more information 

relevant to a current issue than we can readily do while awake. We bring a his¬ 

torical perspective to our thought processes while dreaming and seek out resi- 
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dues of experience from our past that, in a feeling way, are related to whatever 

the current issue may be. 

The third important feature of the dreaming psyche is the profoundly 

honest way in which it reflects our subjective state. There is an honesty to our 

dreaming psyche, as if, in its naivete and innocence, it had no choice but to tell 

us the truth about our life, regardless of our waking interest in knowing that 

truth. 

The dream is what we bring back to the waking state from this repetitive 

dreaming phase. It is not identical with the dreaming state, because it is no 

longer being experienced in that immediate, spontaneous, involuntary way. In 

the recall, it is exposed to the vicissitudes of the waking ego doing the recall. 

We now engage with the memory of the dreaming episode through language. 

This, in turn, transforms what originally was experienced in a sensory form 

(predominantly visual), often in a disjointed fashion, into a narrative form, 

with some attempt to smooth out the illogical and ambiguous wrinkles. 

The combination of these three features of our dreaming psyche endows 

the remembered dream with its potential for healing. Dreamwork, by captur¬ 

ing the felt relations of the image to our life, present and past, brings us in 

touch with more of the determinants of our behavior and does so in a way that 

has the ring of truth. 

Does the boo\ emphasize the fact that most dreams do not yield their secret easily 

and that real wor\ is involved in the pursuit of that secret? We use a different lan¬ 

guage when asleep and dreaming than we do while awake, and we say dif¬ 

ferent things about ourselves. For both these reasons, the dreamer awake may 

have a difficult time distinguishing what the dream is saying. One must be¬ 

come familiar with a new language, that of the visual metaphor. Our dreams 

may accentuate the positive or expose the problematic. In either event, their 

language and their message strike an unfamiliar note. It is not always easy for 

us to lower our guard and let what is new and unfamiliar upset a pre-existing 

equilibrium. All of us approach unknown truths about ourselves, good or bad, 

cautiously. Awake, we often are working against certain built-in resistances. It 

takes motivation and commitment to do the work necessary to retrieve the in¬ 

formation we invested in those images while asleep. 

Does the boo\ clarify the nature of the wor\ that must be done by the dreamer and 

the extent to which the dreamer can do it alone? On awakening, a dream may 

seem obvious, somewhat apparent, or completely obscure. There are a num¬ 

ber of steps for a dreamer to take to bring life and feeling to the imagery. One 
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generally speaks of freely associating to the images in the dream. This is cer¬ 

tainly a basic instrument, but it is not a sufficient one in addressing the dream. 

In order to fit the dream into ones life one must zero in on the recent emo¬ 

tional soil on which the dream took root; explore the full range of associations 

that come to mind in connection with each image in the dream; and then 

work with the information now available to capture the metaphorical quality 

of the dream, with the images as one pole of the metaphor and the associative 

data unearthed as the other. 

The Search for the Recent Context 

Dreams start with the tensions and preoccupations we bring to bed with us at 

night. To what extent can we reconstruct the recent past to shed light on these 

emotional currents.? What aspects of our recent past left us with emotional 

residues? What feelings or thoughts surfaced in our mind Just prior to falling 

asleep? The dream is a continuation at night of feelings stirred up during the 

day. Any technique that professes to work with a dream without stressing the 

importance of identifying the recent emotional context will fall short of em¬ 

bedding the imagery in the concrete life situation of the dreamer and will run 

the risk of superimposing theoretical or speculative ideas on the dream to fill 

in the gap. 

The Search for the Associative Context 

The next step involves bringing to each image in the dream, and to each detail 

of each image, whatever associations occur to the dreamer. What contact, past 

or present, has the dreamer had with that image? What might that image 

mean? 

The important thing about the work at this stage is that it be done sys¬ 

tematically. The goal of the dreamer is to recover information first and, in so 

doing, lay the basis for linking the dream to his or her life. The most effective 

way to do this is to begin by breaking the dream down into its various scenes, 

consider each scene first as a unit, and then work with the individual elements 

in that scene. 

Consider the first scene as a whole. Are there more things you can say 

about it? Are there more things you can say about the individual images or 
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elements (such as numbers and colors) that appear in that scene? Play back 

your thoughts about the scene against what you have noted about the recent 

emotional context of your life. Do any further associations occur as to why you 

chose those particular images that night? Do this with each succeeding scene. 

The work you do on each scene enables you to bring a richer network of asso¬ 

ciations to the next one and often sheds light on why one scene follows 

another. 

In Pursuit of the Metaphorical Message 

In most instances, as more and more associations are brought to light, the 

dreamer will begin to make the connections between image and reality and 

catch on to the way the image reflects metaphorically a certain feeling, trend, 

or life situation. For a dreamer working alone, this may not be an easy matter 

even after doing one’s best to elaborate the associative matrix. There are many 

helpful hints in the literature to overcome this block. One is for the dreamer to 

take an objective point of view about a particular image that remains puz¬ 

zling, without regard to this particular dream. Sometimes in doing this, the 

dreamer will come across a message that suddenly feels right in its application 

to the dream. 

Having done this work, it can sometimes help to let some time elapse; 

then, on coming back to the dream, the dreamer may be surprised to find 

some meanings emerge that escaped him or her the first time around. This is 

most likely to happen if enough groundwork has been done at the time the 

dream occurred. It can’t be overstressed that dreams have a current meaning. 

Although they engage with our past, they start in the present. 

There remains an intrinsic reason why a dreamer working alone may 

have difficulty in grasping fully all that the dream has to say. This can, per¬ 

haps, be best understood by viewing dreamwork as involving a series of steps 

designed to socialize the dream. In effect, dreamwork is the socialization of a 

part of the psyche that has not yet been socialized, a part that has had a kind of 

underground existence. “Socializing” it is making it a felt and viable part of 

our waking social existence. We are introducing a relative stranger to our in¬ 

ner circle of friends (all that goes into perpetuating our self-concept). At the 

outset, we can never be quite sure how the stranger will fit in. 

The preceding outlined the first two stages in the socialization process 

that any teaching technique has to address. The first has to do with the trans¬ 

formation of the dreaming experience into the dream. On awakening, we are 
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once again active social creatures, and the remembered dream now becomes 

an item on our waking social agenda. Most books outline some of the many 

helpful techniques to aid recall. 

The next step m the socialization of the dream is to use the instruments 

of waking consciousness, such as language, associations, feelings, and memo¬ 

ries, to explore the basis for the dream s connection to our lives. As we do this, 

the dream becomes more deeply embedded in our ongoing social existence. 

The orientation of many current books is focused on the dreamer working 

alone and stops at that point. 

It has been my experience, based on the work I have done on my own 

dreams as well as my work with patients for thirty years and with groups for 

fifteen years, that sharing and working on dreams in a supportive and stimu¬ 

lating group setting is the most natural and effective method. It is as if our 

dreams require this level of socialization to bring out their full healing poten¬ 

tial. Nor should that be surprising. Confronting the message of the dream 

alone, regardless of one’s degree of sophistication, is to do so with all one’s de¬ 

fensive apparatus ready to spring into operation should one get too close to an 

unpleasant truth. One is more apt to risk that confrontation in a supportive 

social context where trust has been established and where, through the shar¬ 

ing that has taken place, our human frailties have become known to each 

other. Our dreams cry out for this level of socialization. 

Many books do encourage a group approach. There are certain mini¬ 

mum requirements for such an approach if it is to be effective. The at¬ 

mosphere has to be that of a learning experience in which dreamers have the 

freedom to learn at their own rate and to the extent they feel ready. A leader 

should be there to teach whatever process is being used, not to confront the 

dreamer as the expert on his or her dream. The basics of group dreamwork 

should stress the following factors: 

The safety of the dreamer. The dreamer who shares a dream should be in con¬ 

trol of the process. The dreamer has the responsibility to set his or her own 

limits and is never to be pushed beyond that. In its effort to provide assistance, 

the group should always follow the associative track offered by the dreamer 

and never lead him or her. Leading questions take the control away from the 

dreamer. They arise from a concern with issues in the mind of the questioner 

that have not been opened up by the dreamer. 

To maintain the dreamer’s control, certain constraints on the group are 

necessary. In addition to avoiding leading questions, the group must respect 

the privacy of the dreamer at all times. That means, in effect, that however 
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one conducts the dialogue between dreamer and group member, the question¬ 

ing is never intrusive—that it never goes beyond areas opened up by the 

dreamer. 

Respect for the authority of dreamers over their dreams. This entails never super¬ 

imposing an interpretation on the dreamer. All interpretive ideas, be they 

right or wrong, should be considered as projections on the part of the person 

offering them unless they are accepted as meaningful by the dreamer. In my 

opinion, group work with dreams is best carried out in the absence of a single 

ideological metapsychological system. Working within the framework of any 

one system will constrain the imagination of both dreamer and group mem¬ 

bers to what is consistent with that system. 

Both Freud and Jung endowed us with very powerful metaphors that are 

often, but not necessarily always, applicable to particular dream images. One 

should be free to draw upon them when indicated but, at the same time, re¬ 

main aware that a dreamer may use any image in a highly idiosyncratic way. 

This accords true respect for the dreamer s individuality. 

An atmosphere where all the participants, including the leader, share their dreams. 

This flattens the structure, lessens dependency on the leader, and diminishes 

his or her role as an authority. The only authority is that of someone teaching 

the particular process being used. In all other respects, the leader should be a 

fully participating member of the group. 

The time factor. It takes a good deal of time to work through a dream in its en¬ 

tirety. It is not always possible to capture the meaning of every element of a 

dream, but there should be time to work on each element. If the dream is not 

treated with the thoroughness and care it deserves, it is best left alone. 

All of the above can be summarized by saying that group work is best 

carried out in an atmosphere that generates safety and trust and that respects 

the dreamer’s privacy, authority over the dream, and control over the work 

being done with it. The dreamer is left to manage his or her own defensive 

structure. The safer one feels, the more open one will be to explore the mes¬ 

sage of the dream. 
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V^men, Oex, 

an JD reams 

In dreams we see ourselves na\ed and 

acting out our real characters, even 

more clearly than we see others awake. 

Henry David Thoreau 
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Freud admitted that the number of potential dream symbols is immense. 

However, he insisted that the number of items symbolized “is not large,” be¬ 

cause “those pertaining to sexual life are the overwhelming majority.”* De¬ 

spite this early emphasis by Freud, remarkably few dream studies have 

focused on sexuality, gender differences, or the unique nature of womens 

dreams. 
The articles in this section attempt to redress this neglect. Kenneth 

Rubinsteins knowledgeable chapter illustrates the use of content analysis for 

the study of gender differences in dreams and how these differences have 

changed over the years, at least in the United States. It is followed by chapters 

by two psychologists; Patricia Maybruck s skillful account of dreams during 

pregnancy, and Patricia Garfield’s elegant description of how women’s body- 

images are revealed by their dreams. Part Four ends with social worker Karen 

Surman Paley’s sprightly rendering of sexual content in dreams. 

Do dreams bear the unmistakable stamp of gender? Or are they flexible 

enough to reflect cultural differences in gender roles, as well as the social 

changes that influence male and female roles and self-images over time? 

Milton Kramer remarks, “If one accepts the dream as a reflector of inner pro¬ 

cesses . . . , the sexual revolution may have indeed contributed to meaningful 

internal change.”^ 
I believe that the interface between the individual’s inner and outer 

world was revealed in our 1974 study of transsexual dream content. When I 

directed the Dream Laboratory at Maimonides Medical Center, we made 
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seventy-two comparisons of male-to-female transsexual dream reports with 

those also collected in dream notebooks by a standard male comparison 

group, along with seventy-two comparisons to a standard female comparison 

group.^ The results were provocative: in twelve areas, transsexuals dreamed 

less about a given content than the typical man, while in eight areas they 

dreamed more about a topic. In eleven content areas, male transsexuals 

dreamed less about a topic than the typical woman, whereas in seven areas 

they dreamed more about a topic.'' 

For example, the transsexuals’ dream reports contained more references 

to witnessing friendly interactions than did typical male dreams but to par¬ 

ticipating in fewer friendly interactions that did the male group. This may re¬ 

flect an identification of the participants with the female cultural stereotype 

(of that time) as the recipient or observer of social interactions rather than the 

initiator. As Harry Benjamin, a physician and psychotherapist who pioneered 

work with transsexuals, observed, “It is my considered opinion, based on 

many years’ experience, that transsexuals are mostly . . . non-aggressive and 

therefore no threat to society.”^ Only two sexual interactions were reported 

in the thirty dreams examined. If the dreams were honestly reported, this ob¬ 

servation supports Benjamin’s observation that the desire for direct sexual 

gratification rarely plays a significant part in the stated reasons for gender re¬ 

assignment. Rather, the conviction that “I am a women in a man’s body” is the 

intolerable dilemma that, for better or for worse, puts the preoperative trans¬ 

sexual on the surgery trail. 

The similarities of these dreams with those of the two normative groups 

are also illlustrative. The transsexuals resembled the male group in that they 

rarely dreamed about household items, but they resembled the female group 

(of that era) in that they rarely dreamed about money. 

In some cases, transsexuals’ dream reports differed from those of both 

normative groups. The subject of clothes appeared more often in transsexuals’ 

dreams than it did in either the male or female comparison group. One 

merely needs to recall that cross-sex dressing is an important activity for male 

transsexuals who typically feel better when dressed as women. For those 

transsexuals preparing for gender-conversion surgery, most physicians and 

psychotherapists insist on a lengthy “trial period” in which their clients dress 

as women and attempt to “pass” in their desired gender role. 

On the other hand, transsexuals’ dream reports contained fewer refer¬ 

ences to other adults than did either typical male or female dreams. But in the 

course of their daily life, transsexuals often display a lack of social interaction, 

especially before surgery.^ When they did mention other people, transsex- 
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uals’ dream reports contained more references to characters of indefinite sex 

than those of either comparison group, but fewer references to male charac¬ 

ters. The participants often dreamed about themselves as female; one re¬ 

marked, “Since childhood, I have dreamed about myself as a girl; that is why I 

know that I was meant to be a female.” In addition, they dreamed about chil¬ 

dren and adolescents more often than did the typical man or woman. 

Transsexuals used significantly more positive evaluative remarks 

(“pretty,” “handsome,” “beautiful,” “good”) than both normative groups and 

fewer negative remarks (“ugly,” “bad”). We asked ourselves whether this 

could reflect “positive thinking,” a defense against depression, or a reference 

to their hoped-for new bodies and lifestyles. Despite the plethora of positive 

adjectives, there was only one “cognitive” dream containing a deliberate con¬ 

tinued mental effort or thought. 

We did not need to look far to find support for Freud’s notion of sexual 

symbolism in the transsexuals’ dreams. In one, a doorknob is taken from a 

door. In another, a chimney falls off a house. In a third, an interior decorator 

removes unsightly light fixtures and other protuberances from a room. If, in¬ 

deed, these are symbols and metaphors for the prospective operation, they 

might be less a disguise than the best way in which an individual who had 

never experienced (or even seen) such an operation could present an omnipre¬ 

sent concern in a dream. 

This investigation of preoperative transsexuals’ dream reports strongly 

supports the position of Alfred Adler and others who have maintained that 

dream life mirrors waking life. That is not to say that unconscious, inacces¬ 

sible, and forgotten material is absent from dreams, but it does impel dream- 

workers to consider the most obvious explanation of a puzzling dream before 

wildly conjecturing a psychodynamic that may reveal more about the thera¬ 

pist than it does about the dreamer. Gender-reassignment surgery is a high- 

risk procedure; moderate long-term improvement in psychological function¬ 

ing has been reported if candidates for the operation are carefully selected.^ 

However, some clients do not “live happily ever after” once the “desired” body 

is a reality. Perhaps the dream reports of this desperate group contain clues as 

to the outcome of their quest. 
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How Aien and \\^men 
4 

Dream Differently 

We can learn a lot about people from their dreams; we can get a 

good idea about what concerns them, what they wish for, and what 

scares them. This chapter will examine research on mens and 

womens dreams and what it has to say about the differences between men and 

women. It will also consider whether these differences are related to cultural 

factors and to what extent they might be changing. 

Research Findings Concerning Gender Differences 

In their review of the literature, Winget and Kramer* report that the first 

study to examine gender differences in dreams was that of Jersild, Markey, 

and Jersild in 1933.^ The dreams of 400 boys and girls were studied, and it 

was found that the boys’ dreams included more instances of mutilation, as 

well as feelings of powerlessness in the face of kidnappers and robbers. Girls 

had more unpleasant dreams in which they were anxious, and the themes they 

dreamed about often involved the loss of relatives. In a similar study six years 

later. Witty and Kopel found that girls were more likely to dream of being 

chased, while boys dreamed more frequently of accidents, injury, and being 

punished.^ In early studies that looked at themes of sexuality, both Gahagan 

and DeMartino found that among college students, male dreams included 

more nudity and sexual feelings than those of females.'* 

In 1966, Hall and Van de Casde published The Content Analysis of Dreams, 

a comprehensive look at a sample of 1,000 dreams that were collected from 

college students at Case Western Reserve between 1947 and 1952. They 
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compared males and females and found a number of striking gender dif¬ 

ferences in dream content. Mens dreams included more male characters, 

more unfamiliar characters, more sexual incidents, more incidents of physical 

aggression, more references to weapons, and more outdoor scenes. They also 

included fewer emotional experiences, fewer family members, fewer children 

and babies, less social interaction, and fewer references to clothing than 

dreams reported by women.^ 

The following is an example of a typical male dream that Hall and Van 

de Castle included in their book: 

The first part of the dream I can remember started in a monstrous hunting 

lodge which, for some reason, had live deer walking around. This did not seem to ex¬ 

cite me or the others who were walking around (all male and only one I knew in 

real life—a man I used to hunt with). The deer were mostly doe, but there were a 

few buck- Only spike horns, however, hater, I went outside and saw two hunters and 

told them about the deer. Then a doe came out and one of the hunters shot it, but 

only I could see this since it went behind a tree right after he shot. I heard him say “I 

missed,” and the next thing I knew, he had hit me in the ankle, but only with a cou¬ 

ple of pieces of buckshot. I went into a hunting store to get a first aid kit, but ran into 

a Spanish speaking saleslady who couldn’t understand me. Finally, I got the kit and 

fixed myself up. 

A number of aspects of this dream fit the typical model that Hall and 

Van de Castle found among males. The scene takes place outdoors, the 

characters are mostly male and unfamiliar, there is physical aggression (the 

shooting of the deer), and a weapon is used. 

The following is an example that fits the model they found for female 

dreamers: 

I walk ^^to a cedar wood house, the room is long and narrow. I see Ned, a psy¬ 

chiatrist friend of mine, holding a baby. The baby can speak ^t*ite well (beyond his 

years) but has the physical strength ofa baby. Ned is the father. He cares for the baby 

but is swinging him around, and the baby k^eps falling down and off its chair. One 

time I catch the baby. 

It’s Thanksgiving and many people are due to arrive for dinner. The table is set 

with dishes for everyone. It is discovered that there are not enough placemats and 

someone goes to find more. She returns saying that she could not find any placemats. 

I look down and find large black table. I feel disturbed. Then dinner is 

served quickly- 

The last scene is seeing my aunt and another female in the back 9f ^ 

aunt is eating a plate of food hastily. They’re waiting for my dad, who is saying good¬ 

bye to the other guests. I comment to myselfhow soon they are leaving after the meal. 
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One obvious difference between this dream and the previous one is that 

here we are told about a stereotypically female activity (setting the table) as op¬ 

posed to a traditionally male one (hunting for deer). In addition, the setting is 

indoors, the characters are familiar, and many are relatives. The presence of a 

baby is also a feature that is far more common in female dreams than in male 

dreams. 

Studies by DeMartirto and Paolino both confirmed Hall and Van de Cas¬ 

tle’s finding that male dreams include more aggression,^ and Griffith, Miyagi, 

and Tago found that men dream about money more than women do.^ Hall 

found that in male dreams, misfortunes occur to the dreamer more often than 

to other characters, while female dreamers do not experience misfortunes to 

themselves any more than to the other characters in their dreams.* 

Different Interpretations of Research Findings 

While a number of these results seem to point to important differences be¬ 

tween men’s and women’s dreams, the meaning that one draws from these 

gender differences is open to interpretation. For example, one clear difference 

found in practically every study is that men’s dreams include more male 

characters than women’s dreams. In 1984, Hall wrote an article entitled “A 

Ubiquitous Sex Difference in Dreams Revisited,” in which he surveyed thirty- 

five different studies that compare male and female dreams. In twenty-nine of 

these, men’s dreams included more male characters than women’s dreams; in 

the remaining six there were no significant differences. Hall interprets this as 

an indication that men are more preoccupied with other men than women are 

and suggests that this may be related to Freud’s theory of the male and female 

Oedipus complex.^ 

According to Freud, a young boy sees his father as a rival for his mother’s 

love and unconsciously fears that his father will castrate him.'*^ As he grows 

older, he transfers his fear of his father to other men, leading to conflicted 

feelings with men in general. Girls, in contrast, turn their attention from their 

mothers to their fathers at an early age (according to Freudian theory, due to 

their mother’s lack of a penis) and end up feeling equally ambivalent toward 

both sexes. 

Urbina and Grey offer a different explanation for this frequently ob¬ 

served gender difference." They argue that the difference in the number of 

male characters does not reflect differences in preoccupations, but rather dif¬ 

ferences in the amount of actual contact that each gender has with the other in 
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daily life. To support this, they cite Grey and Kalsched s study in which the 

amount of heterosexual contact for each dreamer was determined and was 

shown to be strongly related to the ratio of men and women within his or her 

dreams.*^ 

Wood, Sebba, and Griswold have suggested that the common gender dif¬ 

ference in male versus female characters is related to differences in the 

dreamers’ interest in sex-typed activity. They found that subjects who were 

interested in stereotypically masculine activities were more likely to dream of 

male characters, whether or not the dreamer was male or female.*^ 

As Hall and Van de Castle’s sample included dreams that were reported 

forty years ago, one might wonder whether their results reflected the societal 

values of their time rather than any innate difference between men and 

women. Many of the gender differences they found conform to our stereo¬ 

types—men are more concerned with sex and aggression, while women are 

more emotional and interpersonally oriented—yet these stereotypes have 

changed considerably over the last generation. With the coming of the femi¬ 

nist movement and the “sexual revolution,” society has become more accept¬ 

ing of assertive behavior on the part of women, and men are being encouraged 

to express their emotions to a greater degree than they were forty years ago. 

Recent studies that measure cognitive skills have found that many gender dif¬ 

ferences that were thought to be “natural” are no longer present. Feingold 

studied performance level on standardized tests and reported that gender dif¬ 

ferences have declined sharply between 1947 and 1980.*'' 

More Recent Findings 

About a decade ago, two studies were undertaken to examine this question of 

cultural change using large samples of dreams from both men and women. In 

1979, Hall, Domhoff, Blick, and Weesner collected 600 dreams from under¬ 

graduates at the University of Richmond and found a striking similarity be¬ 

tween the Richmond sample and the Case Western Reserve sample from 

thirty years earlier.*^ Aside from a decrease in the number of friendly interac¬ 

tions and friendly characters in dreams, there were not significant differences 

between the two samples taken as a whole. And, most importantly, the gender 

differences in the more recent sample were identical to those found in the 

original one. Reflecting on the fact that the gender differences in the two sam¬ 

ples were exactly the same, the authors concluded that either dreams reflect 

basic human nature and are therefore relatively unaffected by social change. 
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society did not change significantly between 1950 and 1980, or social changes 

take a long time to manifest themselves in dreams. 

However, in 1980, Kramer, Kinney, and Scharf studied the dreams of 

university students in Cincinnati and did not find a number of the gender dif¬ 

ferences that were reported in earlier samples. They did not find differences 

in aggression, misfortunes, or social interactions, though men still dreamed of 

male characters and strangers more frequently and women’s dreams still in¬ 

cluded more emotions. They concluded that the “sexual revolution” has had 

some effect on the traditional differences between men and women. 

Cramer studied the daytime fantasies of twenty-one college men in 1986 

and found that they were significantly different from male fantasies reported 

twenty and fifty years earlier. In the 1986 study, males were more often de¬ 

picted as psychologically isolated and threatened by outside forces that were 

beyond their control, and females were less often portrayed as helpless vic¬ 

tims. When the dreams of these men were compared to the Hall and Van de 

Castle 1950 data, it was found that in the recent sample, men dreamed equally 

of male and female characters, in contrast to the usually higher number of 

male characters mentioned above. There was also a significant decrease in the 

amount of physical aggression and an increase in the amount of misfortune 

experienced by the male dreamer.'^ 

In 1985, Lortie-Lussier, Schwab, and DeKonnick compared the dreams 

of fifteen working mothers and fifteen nonworking mothers to see whether 

the changing roles of women have had an effect on dream content. They 

found that working mothers experienced more unpleasant emotions and that 

their dreams included more male characters and fewer indoor settings than 

those of nonworking mothers.'* They argue that Hall and others may have 

failed to find any evidence of cultural changes because they looked only at the 

dreams of college students, while the impact of these changes is more apparent 

in the post-college years. In addition, they cite their data as support for Urbina 

and Grey’s notion that the commonly found gender difference in male charac¬ 

ters has more to do with daily experience than with the Oedipus complex. 

In 1988, Krippner and Rubinstein studied the dreams of 220 men and 

women who had sent in dream reports in response to an advertisement on a 

nationally televised talk show. By using a sample that included both men and 

women of all ages and from every part of the country, they hoped to obtain re¬ 

sults that were more generalizable than those of previous studies, which either 

examined only one sex or used a sample composed entirely of university stu¬ 

dents. Within their sample, they did not find a number of gender differences 

that had been reported in previous studies. There was no difference between 
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mens and womens dreams in the amount of aggression, friendliness, male 

characters, sexuality, weapons, or clothes. However, women still had a higher 

number of family members, babies, children, and indoor settings in their 

dreams than men did.*^ 

These results were seen as reflecting the fact that some aspects of 

womens lives have remained the same. On the one hand, there has been an in¬ 

creasing liberalization in society’s attitudes about sex-appropriate behavior, 

and women have entered the traditionally male-dominated workplace; yet at 

the same time, women are still primarily responsible for raising children and 

keeping the family together, and they still spend more time in the home than 

men do. 

Krippner and Rubenstein also looked at differences between dreamers 

from different geographic regions in the country and found that while pat¬ 

terns of aggression no longer distinguish men from women, they do dis¬ 

tinguish residents of different areas. In dreams in which the dreamer was ei¬ 

ther the aggressor or victim, dreamers from the East Coast were more likely 

to be the aggressor (40 percent of the time) than those from the Midwest 

(10 percent of the time) and West Coast (22 percent of the time). 

Other studies have looked at differences in aggression among people of 

entirely different cultures. In his study of the Mehinaku Indians of Brazil, 

Gregor found a much higher amount of aggression than did Hall and Van de 

Castle for both men and women, but he noted that men’s dreams still con¬ 

tained more aggression than women’s and that the degree of gender difference 

was identical to that found in the American sample.^** However, Munroe and 

others who studied the dreams of students among the Gusli, Kipsigis, and 

Logoli tribes of East Africa found a different pattern. East African women’s 

dreams contained as much physical aggression as, and more nonphysical ag¬ 

gression than, men’s dreams.^* This finding helps to highlight the important 

role that is played by culture, and it raises questions about the extent to which 

some gender differences are biologically determined. 

Limitations of Dream Research 

When we say that researchers study dreams, what we mean is that they study 

verbal reports in which subjects relate or write down what they remember 

from their dreams. The distinction between the dream and the dream report 

is important, because this kind of dream research is limited by the fact that we 

are studying a verbal report of an essentially visual experience, as well as a 
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waking report of an experience that occurred during sleep. In addition, some 

people question the validity of this kind of work, arguing that the real mean¬ 

ing of dreams can be found only through psychotherapy or some other un¬ 

covering process. 

Freud distinguished between the manifest dream content (the dream as 

it is remembered) and the latent dream content (the underlying meaning of 

the symbols in the dream),tnd he believed that a reliance on the former led to 

only a superficial understanding of dreams.^^ In contrast, others—among 

them Alfred Adler, Walter Bonime, and Montague Ullman—have argued in 

favor of the “continuity hypothesis,” believing that there is a basic continuity 

between the characteristics of the manifest dream and the waking emotional 

concerns and cognitive style of the individual. In support of the continuity hy¬ 

pothesis, Hendricks and Cartwright report a high correspondence between 

subjects’ cognitive style during dreaming and during waking activity,^^ and 

Foulkes has found that the cognitive development of children is mirrored in 

their dreams.^"* 

Researchers generally study dream reports using “content analysis,” in 

which a number of very specific aspects of each dream, such as the number of 

characters or the number of physically aggressive interactions, are calculated. 

While this is a fairly reliable and objective method and has been successfully 

used to analyze large numbers of dreams, some argue that the unique mean¬ 

ing of each dream is lost when a study is conducted in this manner. 

Psychological Research and the Issue of Sexism 

Because our main topic is differences between men and women’s dreams, it is 

important to point out that the subject of gender differences recently has been 

a controversial one in psychological circles. In an effort to combat the mas¬ 

culine focus within psychological research, McHugh, Koeske, and Frieze 

have argued that all psychological researchers should keep track of whether 

subjects are male or female and be aware of how this affects their results. They 

caution against reporting gender differences, however, unless they are repli¬ 

cated or are of theoretical interest, noting that the over reporting of small gen¬ 

der differences and the underreporting of gender similarities has led to a bias 

in the literature.^^ Eagly has argued that one of the best ways to fight sexism in 

research is to have all psychological researchers report gender differences and 

similarities, whether or not they are relevant to the theoretical purpose of 

their study.^^ She reasons that placing limitations on the reporting of these 
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differences would result in less accuracy and a greater reliance on current 

theoretical assumptions about what is relevant. However, Baumeister has re¬ 

sponded that Eagly’s approach might increase sexism, since any highlighting 

of the differences between the sexes could lead to the perpetuation of stereo¬ 

types and discrimination. He also points out that gender differences are often 

greatly confounded by other variables, including “social oppression, physical 

stature, past exposure to role models, personal ideas, flirtation with the ex¬ 

perimenter, and so on.”^^ 

In looking specifically at gender differences in dreams, we need to ask to 

what extent they reflect “natural” male-female differences and to what extent 

they are the result of the different societal conditions that men and women 

find themselves in. While we cannot answer this question conclusively, the 

most recent evidence supports the idea that society has played a strong role in 

determining a number of gender differences that have been reported. These 

differences appear to be less evident today than in the past, which seems to co¬ 

incide with an expansion of our notions of what kinds of behaviors are appro¬ 

priate for men and women and an increased sense of our possibilities. 
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regnancy and Dreams 

For decades, dream researchers have known that pregnant womens 

dreams are remarkably different from those of nonpregnant 

women. The earliest research was conducted in 1968 by Robert 

Van de Castle and Peggy Kinder.' Since then, there have been at least twelve 

investigations of this phenomenon. My own 1986 doctoral study of more than 

a thousand dreams from sixty-seven pregnant women, one of the largest in¬ 

vestigations in this field, was probably the most in-depth study.^ Additionally, 

popular books have described the topic in detail. These include The Secret Life 

of the Unborn Child, by Thomas Verny and Jack Kelly, published in 1981;^ The 

Dream Worlds of Pregnancy, by Eileen Stukane, 1985;'' Womens Bodies, Womens 

Dreams, by Patricia Garfield, 1988;^ and my own Pregnancy and Dreams, 1989.^ 

As will be discussed later, expectant mothers report more dreams than 

most nonpregnant women, probably because they are able to recall their 

dreams more easily than was the case before they conceived. The content of 

dreams in this group is also unusual in that it is frequently vivid and rich in 

detail, bizarre, and often nightmarish. 

Further, the themes and symbols of pregnant womens dreams appear to 

have certain common traits, in that these dreamers report similar associations 

to many of the same dream characters, settings, and motifs. Although a vari¬ 

ety of these dream elements may reflect cultural changes, in each decade of re¬ 

search, expectant mothers have consistently assigned the same meanings to 

specific images. 

For example, in Van de Castle and Kinder s 1968 study of fourteen preg¬ 

nant women, small animals in their dreams were said to represent the unborn 

child. Kittens, puppies, bunnies, and other small creatures were also typical 

fetal symbols in investigations conducted by Stanley Krippner and others, 

with eleven subjects, in 1974;^ by Cecelia Jones, with thirteen subjects, in 
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1978;* and in my own 1986 and 1989 studies, which investigated a composite 

total of 2086 dreams. 

This same similarity of dream symbols, at least for dreamers in the 

United States and Canada, holds true for water (as a symbol of the pregnancy 

or the amniotic waters in which the baby is suspended); architectural refer¬ 

ences (the dreamer s body—her uterus, the fetal “home”); threatening dream 

elements such as robbers, intruders, or disasters such as funerals, fires, and 

earthquakes (the dreamer s fears of pregnancy complications); and references 

to the past (unresolved adolescent conflicts). 

This chapter will provide an example of a typical pregnant woman’s 

dream and will explore possible reasons for the unique qualities of these 

dreams, as well as the benefits expectant parents can receive from the findings 

of dream researchers’ investigations. Although these theories and applications 

of research findings are so recent that they have not yet “stood the test of time,” 

it is my hope that obstetrical professionals will pay more serious attention to 

pregnant women’s dreams as valid diagnostic tools. 

Why Dreams During Pregnancy Are Different 

Most of the studies cited above noted that pregnant women recalled their 

dreams more frequently than nonpregnant women, yet we still do not know 

exactly why expectant women are able to remember their dreams more easily 

than any other group. Moreover, as yet we can only theorize about the reasons 

these dreams are usually so intense and extraordinary in content. Several the¬ 

ories that might explain the unusual traits of pregnancy dreams include; 

1. Extreme hormonal changes of pregnancy are directly related to certain 

biochemical levels that are present in the body during dreaming. 

2. Because most pregnant women’s sleep patterns are irregular, it is proba¬ 

ble that they recall more dreams simply because they sleep more and 

awaken more frequently. 

3. Since pregnancy and childbirth are major transitions, the dreams of ex¬ 

pectant mothers reflect the emotional turmoil typical of critical life 

changes. 

My own investigation convinced me that all three of these concepts may 

work together at various times during pregnancy. However, these observa¬ 

tions do not constitute what the scientific community would accept as solid 
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data. Similar observations would have to be duplicated and documented by 

other researchers before my belief that all three theories account for these un¬ 

usual dreams could be scientifically supported. 

The first theory, that hormonal changes affect pregnancy dreams, has 

not yet been confirmed. Neurophysiologists are still investigating the nature of 

the biochemical changes that occur during dreaming. In the future, these 

scientists may be able to dffer data that the increased levels of certain hor¬ 

mones during pregnancy are also present in smaller amounts when nonpreg¬ 

nant people are dreaming. However, since the precise nature of hormone lev¬ 

els during dreaming has not yet been established, a relationship between the 

increased hormone levels of pregnancy and dreaming cannot be substantiated. 

We do know that these hormonal upsurges contribute to the greater va¬ 

riety and intensity of the pregnant woman’s emotions during her waking state. 

The Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons’ Complete 

Guide to Pregnancy reports that pregnant women’s rapidly changing hormonal 

levels can cause bouts of depression and euphoria, crying jags, and mood 

swings, especially in the first trimester of pregnancy.^ 

According to Tracy Hotchner, a childbirth educator,'® pregnant women’s 

levels of estrogen and progesterone remain high until delivery, even though 

their bodies achieve a balance by the second trimester. This causes expectant 

mothers’ emotions to be stronger and less stable throughout pregnancy. This 

high degree of emotionality is likely to be mirrored in their dreams and may 

account for the vivid richness of dream images during pregnancy. 

The second theory, that frequent awakenings may aid dream recall, does 

not provide much new information. It is true that expectant women’s sleep 

patterns are quite different from those of most other women. In 1968 and 

1969, Ivan Karacan and a group of other prominent sleep researchers and 

dream psychologists conducted two carefully monitored investigations of 

sleep patterns during pregnancy," which provided evidence most pregnant 

women already knew—that an uninterrupted night’s sleep during pregnancy 

is rare. (This is especially so during the last trimester, when the pressure of the 

enlarged uterus on the bladder necessitates frequent trips to the bathroom.) It 

seems logical that these awakenings would help anyone recall her dreams 

more easily. 

Karacan and his colleagues also found that pregnant women sleep more 

than other groups of women. Garfield comments that increased hormone lev¬ 

els may act as sedatives. People who sleep more may have more opportunities 

for the rapid-eye-movement sleep in which dreaming typically occurs. 

However, this theory does not explain the unusual content of pregnancy 
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dreams. There is a remarkable consistency in the actual components of most 

expectant womens dreams. An experienced dream psychologist can identify 

certain dreams as being the creations of a pregnant womans mind— 

sometimes when physicians do not even know she is pregnant. 

The third supposition, which suggests that any transition of life-crisis 

proportions will be reflected in ones dreams, appears to come closest to ex¬ 

plaining the unusual nature of pregnant womens dreams. Ernest Harmann 

found that most people have remarkably different dreams while going 

through any type of transition or life-crisis, such as marriage, divorce, or even 

such comparatively minor changes as a new job or moving.^^ In Dreamwor!^- 

ing, Stanley Krippner and Joseph Dillard explain that one theory about 

dreams in general, which has stood the tests of time and repeated investiga¬ 

tions, is that most dreams tend to reflect the dreamer’s personality and con¬ 

cerns during waking life.^^ Obviously, pregnant women’s dreams are a mirror 

of one of the most important events in their lives, that of the growth of a new 

life within their bodies. A 

This third explanation also accounts for the frequently different dreams 

pregnant women experience during each trimester, differences that most of 

the above-cited studies of pregnancy dreams have observed. Since each tri¬ 

mester is accompanied by different physical changes both in the fetus and in 

the mother’s body, it makes sense that these concerns would be mirrored in 

consistently similar dreams. 

Dream Themes in Pregnancy 

Carrying this reasoning further, the transition theory might explain the re¬ 

markable fact that pregnant women’s dreams contain the same or similar ele¬ 

ments. For instance, the high percentage of pregnancy dreams with references 

to water, animals, architecture, and past events is illustrated in this dream re¬ 

ported by Robyn in the fourth month of her first pregnancy. 

lam swimming in the ocean, trying to get to the shore. There’s a strong under¬ 

tow that \eeps me from going very far but I’m not worried. The water feels pleas¬ 

antly warm and I’m only a few yards from a house which is built right out into the 

water. Somehow I know I’ll get to the house eventually. It’s a big two story shingled 

house, and I can see every detail—even the nail heads in the shingles. Then I notice 

my mother (who I haven’t actually seen for several years) holding out one of the 

windows. She’s smiling and waving to me. Next I notice the water around me is full 

of turtles of all l{inds! Most are huge and they’re swimming right along beside me. 

Then I wo\e up, feeling quite puzzled about this weird dream. 
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Robyns dream took place in an ocean setting and is typical of second- 

and third-trimester dreams. It is interesting that this dream gives almost no 

clues as to other facts about Robyn, a secretary who worked part-time as an 

aerobics instructor, yet her dream indicates a more important aspect of her 

life, her impending motherhood. 

A number of pregnancy dreams depict amphibians, such as lizards or 

the turtles in Robyns dreafh. Numerous others portray small animals—furry, 

cuddly bunnies, kittens, or puppies. All these small life forms appear to repre¬ 

sent the fetus. Van de Castle speculates that new mothers may dream about 

baby animals because they cannot visualize themselves capable of caring for a 

tiny, newborn human infant. 

Another reason for these distinct fetal symbols may be that the dreamers 

are imagining the actual shape and appearance of the fetus. For instance, 

when a childbirth instructor showed pictures of the developing fetus, a num¬ 

ber of her pregnant students commented that the embryo resembled a lizard 

in the early stages and a small, four-legged animal in a later stage. The day af¬ 

ter this class, six women in their second trimester reported dreams of lizards. 

Three others, in their third trimester, submitted dreams about kittens and 

rabbits. 

Pregnant women also dream frequently about their mothers. This may 

be a symbol of themselves as mothers, or it may be a reminder that the 

dreamer has some unresolved conflicts with her own mother that need to be 

addressed before she can make the transition to motherhood herself. While 

Robyn’s dream portrays her mother looking out the window, it doesn’t seem to 

indicate any such conflict. Rather, the mother figure is smiling and waving in a 

supportive, encouraging manner. Robyn thought the mother-figure repre¬ 

sented herself. “When I reach my goal of delivery, the beach house of my 

dream,” she said, “I’ll be a happy mother waving to everyone with my good 

news.” 

Many dreams during pregnancy depict some type of architecture— 

believed to represent the dreamer’s body or the uterus, the space within—such 

as the large house in Robyn’s dream. Had I not known Robyn personally, I 

might have guessed from this dream that she was in her second trimester. She 

mentions that the house she’s swimming toward is big, with two stories. If 

Robyn were still in the first three months of her pregnancy, it’s more likely 

that her dream’s setting would be a smaller, more confined space. Note that 

the mention of a/«^o-story house might also indicate the second trimester. 

These dream images may change in size and appearance as the preg¬ 

nancy progresses, probably because they are the dreaming self’s way of depict- 
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ing either the growing fetus or the dreamer’s enlarging body. Yet the same 

general category of images continues to appear in each trimester as important 

clues to the dream’s meaning. 

For example, the small kittens that characterize dreams during the first 

three to five months may become panthers or lions in later stages of pregnancy. 

Robyn dreamed of tiny lizards and mice in her first trimester. Note that in the 

dream quoted, these fetal symbols had changed into huge turtles. The small 

rooms depicted in first-trimester dreams often give way to larger buildings 

(such as Robyn’s big two-story house) and even skyscrapers by the last trimes¬ 

ter. Again, these architectural references may symbolize the dreamer’s enlarg¬ 

ing body. Although the details and size may be different, they usually con¬ 

tinue to appear as the dreamer’s perception of her body. 

Nightmares in Pregnancy 

The results of my studies show that expectant mothers’ dreams consistently 

reflect more anxiety and fear than the dreams of other groups. The pregnant 

women I’ve studied had many more disturbing dreams than they did pleasant, 

positive ones. In my 1986 doctoral study, 40 percent of all the dreams I ana¬ 

lyzed were nightmares from which the dreamers awoke feeling terrified and 

upset. Another 30 percent contained anxiety-provoking elements such as hos¬ 

tile or threatening characters, environmental disasters such as storms, fires, or 

earthquakes, and catastrophes such as deaths or funerals. Thus, 70 percent of 

the 1048 dreams collected for my study were unpleasant and indicated anxiety 

on the part of the dreamers. 

This is a startling statistic. Ernest Hartmann, author of The Nightmare, 

says that not more than one in every 200 adults has nightmares on a regular 

basis.'^ In order to study nightmare sufferers, he had to select people he 

characterized as an extreme group. However, Hartmann’s investigation did 

not include the dreams of pregnant women. 

In 1978, Cecelia Jones'^ and Judith Ballou‘S investigated pregnant 

women’s dreams in two separate studies. Both these researchers noted the sim¬ 

ilarity of their subjects’ dreams as to images and themes, yet neither study 

indicated the unusually high percentage of negative dreams that my doctoral 

research revealed. However, in 1980, Myra Leifer, after closely following 

nineteen women throughout their first pregnancies, concluded that childbirth 

in the United States has become an experience of anxiety and pain.‘* 

Dream researchers already have established that dreams usually reflect 
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the concerns and experiences of waking life. If pregnant womens unpleasant 

dreams are reflecting their actual waking state, then it seems logical to con¬ 

clude that many such women are currently experiencing much more anxiety 

than mothers-to-be did a generation ago. 

More mothers are working today than ever before, a larger number are 

older as a result of having postponed pregnancy to pursue careers, and many 

suffer from what has be6n called the “Superwoman Syndrome”—an often 

unrealistic drive to excel simultaneously in careers, homemaking, and parent¬ 

ing. All these cultural changes have contributed to the anxieties today s preg¬ 

nant women undergo. They worry about being able to balance careers and 

motherhood, about possible physical complications for themselves and their 

babies when they’re in their thirties, and about being unable to meet the high 

expectations of their mates, their peers, and society at large. 

When these contemporary concerns are added to the normal emotional 

turmoil most pregnant women experience, it is small wonder that their 

dreams are nightmarish. However, there is some indication that such fright¬ 

ening dreams may be beneficial. 

The notion that frequent nightmares may help the pregnant woman re¬ 

solve issues that contribute to stress and tension, thereby helping her to be 

more relaxed during labor, was explored by Carolyn Winget and Frederick 

Kapp in 1972.*^ Although these investigators studied seventy pregnant 

women’s reports to counselors about sleep disturbances, these dreams were 

not individually examined or analyzed. 

Winget and Kapp found that those women in their study who had more 

nightmares had labor of shorter duration than did those who had fewer 

nightmares. They cited studies indicating that deep relaxation without seda¬ 

tion during labor promotes uterine motility, thereby decreasing the duration 

of labor. These researchers speculated that frequent nightmares about waking 

fears relieved anxiety to the extent that the subjects were able to relax during 

labor. 

In an attempt to replicate Winget and Kapp’s study, I compared the fre¬ 

quency of nightmares with labor duration of the sixty-seven volunteers in my 

1986 study and found no relationship. However, when I examined the content 

of the nightmares, I discovered that those women who were assertive in their 

nightmares had significantly shorter labors than did those who were consis¬ 

tently victimized in such dreams. 

This finding suggests that merely dreaming about an anxiety-provoking 

issue does not promote the deep relaxation necessary for the facilitation of 

uterine motility during labor. Rather, it may be that those dreamers were able 
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to relax deeply during labor because they had taken assertive action to resolve 

their fears. 

More research is needed to ascertain the best ways this finding can be 

used to help childbearing women. We do not know whether those women 

who are assertive in their nightmares are also assertive in waking life, nor do 

we know whether teaching pregnant women to be assertive in their dreams 

would have the same relationship to labor duration as do the spontaneous 

dreams of this type. Thus, the most beneficial type of intervention that would 

utilize this information to promote an easier delivery cannot yet be precisely 

determined. 

Dreams During Pregnancy 

Although many topics remain to be investigated, there is already an abun¬ 

dance of data that points to the importance of, dream research and dream 

therapy with pregnant women. These include identifying and resolving wak¬ 

ing fears with dreams and the use of dreams as diagnostic tools for predicting 

possible physiological complications. 

In 1983, E. S. Bassoff pointed out that the expectant mother tends to be¬ 

come withdrawn and to refrain from communicating her inner feelings.^*^ 

This normal reluctance to reveal herself is compounded by societal pressures 

on the modern woman to succeed, so that she is even more unlikely to admit to 

any anxiety, lest she be thought too immature or incompetent. 

Dream Therapy 

Using dreamwork as a therapeutic process, health professionals can lead the 

pregnant woman to discuss her fears in a nonthreatening manner. The 

mothers-to-be in my dream-study classes, seminars, and workshops become 

so deeply involved in the fascinating task of dream interpretation that even 

those who initially claim they have no anxiety admit to secret fears that their 

babies might have defects, that delivery may be frighteningly difficult, or that 

they feel inadequate in their impending roles as parents. 

Once these fears are confronted, most of my clients report less stress and 

fewer nightmares. The ability to relax deeply does not guarantee an easier la¬ 

bor, since many physiological factors may have an even greater influence on 

pregnancy outcome. Nevertheless, when the mother is able to release muscle 
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tension to the fullest without sedation, the outcome is more favorable even if 

there are physiological complications. For this reason alone, continuing the 

study of pregnant womens dreams can promote easier childbirth. 

Diagnostic and Predictive Dreams 

Although many new mothers insist they dreamed correctly about their babies’ 

sex, appearance, and personality, no quantitative evidence has been presented 

in this area. When I performed statistical tests on dream predictions of gen¬ 

der, my subjects’ dreams were correct only 50 percent of the time, which could 

have occurred by chance. 

However, while there is little quantitative evidence that pregnant wo¬ 

men’s dreams predict pregnancy outcome, the anecdotal evidence is quite im¬ 

pressive. Medard Boss,^* Robert Van de Castle,^^ and Patricia Garfield^^ have 

reported dreams symbolic of conception on the same night the dreamer had 

intercourse and was convinced she had conceived. David Cheek reported an 

apparent relationship between nightmares and miscarriages, although he did 

not cite the number or types of nightmares his patients had just prior to these 

complications.^'* 

Subjects in my own studies have reported dreams which appeared sym¬ 

bolic of stillbirths and other complications that had not yet been detected by 

their physicians. At least 5 percent of all the pregnant women I’ve studied have 

reported dreams they believed were predictive of complications during labor 

and delivery. For example, three women who had stillbirths reported night¬ 

mares that clearly depicted the baby as being born dead. Two women reported 

dreams of unexpected complications, and in both cases these abnormali¬ 

ties did arise, causing attending physicians to feel compelled to perform C- 

sections. Since all these women reported their seemingly predictive dreams to 

me after the tragic outcomes, there is no absolutely valid data showing that 

their dreams were, in fact, predictive. 

Nevertheless, in view of this array of ancedotal data, I believe the wise 

approach would be for health professionals to be alert for possible complica¬ 

tions when women report such dreams. As dream research advances, it is to be 

hoped that more satisfactory explanations of these puzzling, perhaps predic¬ 

tive dreams during pregnancy will be discovered. 



Patricia Garfield 

\V^men s Body Images 

Revealed in Dreams 

Women gaze into the looking-glass of their dreams every night of 

their lives. Their reflected images are expressions of their physical 

sensations, emotions, or thoughts about their bodies. Of course, 

dreams depict states of mind as well as feelings about the body, yet dreams of¬ 

fer a portrait of the womans body image that is often overlooked. 

Because their bodies undergo rhythmically recurring change during 

menstruation and pregnancy, these principles are more observable in women s 

dreams than in men’s, although the same principles presumably operate in the 

latter. A portion of the following material is excerpted from the author’s study 

in Womens Bodies, Womens Dreams', for more information, see this work.* 

Definition of Body Image 

A person’s body image refers to the mental notion of what his or her body is, or 

should be, like.^ In healthy individuals, this concept of the body is fairly close 

to its actual condition. In cases of mental imbalance, the body image may be 

widely divergent from the physical body. Women suffering from anorexia 

nervosa, for example, often perceive their bodies as being fat, while in fact 

they exhibit life-threatening thinness. 

The Body Image in Dreams 

Since it is the nature of dreams to dramatize, a woman’s body image is almost 

always exaggerated in her dreams. The body image in dreams is depicted as a 
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distortion or extension of the dream body, or a dream object or animal that 

symbolizes the body. An example of the former is the dream of a woman in 

early pregnancy who saw herself driving a car while she literally wore a spare 

tire around her waist. The image of the tire in her dream was a pun on the 

common expression that refers to an expanding midsection. The sensation of 

bloatedness she felt as her fetus expanded was pictured as a spare tire—a dis¬ 

tortion of her dream body. 

The sensations and feelings a woman has about her body are sometimes 

depicted not as objects on her dream body, but as symbolic dream images, such 

as clothing, architectural structures, animals, food, machines, or elements in 

nature. For instance, women who are sexually aroused often choose to dream 

of a building on fire, the structure of the building being likened by the dream¬ 

ing mind to the womans body. The fire in her dream becomes a metaphor for 

“being hot,” experiencing a bodily heat or passion that consumes her. 

By becoming familiar with the typical images women use to express the 

condition of their bodies, dreamers will understand better the language of 

their dreams and clinicians will be better able to assess and guide their clients. 

Dreams During Normal Development 

As a womans body transforms from childhood to adolescence, from men¬ 

strual cycle to menstrual cycle, from maidenhood to sexually activity, from 

conception to giving birth, and from nursing to old age; these changes pass 

over the mirror of her dreams.^ Any traumas inflicted on her body by accident 

or disease are likewise depicted in her dreams. Transformations in the size, 

shape, sensation, or functioning of the womans body, as well as her emotions 

about these changes, are revealed by the images she creates in her dreams. 

Dreams During Menarche 

The hormonal upheaval in the young womans body as she approaches 

puberty is well known. Sometime between the ages of eight and sixteen, she is 

physically transformed. She has a growth spurt, growing taller by about four 

inches in one year; she becomes heavier and rounder; breast buds appear and 

pubic hair sprouts almost two years prior to her menarche—the average men¬ 

arche occurring between twelve and thirteen years in the United States.'* At 

puberty, she becomes increasingly sleepy, especially prior to her menses.^ 
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These bodily changes produce changes in young women’s dreams that, 

so far, are less well documented. One of these shifts is an emerging breast con¬ 

sciousness. Characteristic dreams included: 

My round jewelled sweater pin was flat. Puffy pins were for sale. 

I saw a popular girl wearing falsies. 

I insisted on a larger-sized blouse. 

All the mothers compared their daughter’s figures. 

Actual sensations in the growing breasts may help stimulate such dreams. 

At puberty, the increased oiliness of the skin causes many adolescents to 

suffer acne. One young woman dreamed of being a soldier with a bullet in his 

cheek; she awoke to find a new acne pustule in the same location as the dream 

bullet. 

Feelings of being too tall, too short, too skinny, too fat are also themes in 

the adolescent’s dreams and may sporadically appear throughout her life. 

Around the time her menses begin, the young woman’s dreams include 

menstrual blood, sanitary equipment, and fear of leaking, spotting, or show¬ 

ing pads. Young women who experience premenstrual tension reflect it in 

their dream imagery: water retention is sometimes depicted as ripe, juicy fruit 

about to burst; menstrual cramps sometimes appear as images of being bitten. 

Ovulation may be marked by dreams of eggs, jewels, or precious, fragile ob¬ 

jects.^ The womb full of blood was depicted by one dreamer as a giant red 

purse, so heavy it had to be carried on a pole by two men. 

The color red is more frequent in the dreams of women during menses,^ 

as are anatomical and room references;® images of flooding, dirty water, or 

disintegrating buildings often represent the menstrual debris. One dreamer, 

who was bleeding heavily during her menses, dreamed of a sink overflowing 

with water; the image of the sink was a receptacle like her womb; the water 

represented her flowing blood. Such topics continue to appear throughout the 

woman’s menstrual years. 

Dreams After Sexual Intercourse 

Any sexual experience is quickly depicted in the young woman’s dreams. De¬ 

pending upon the nature of her encounters, these images vary. Early sexual 

experience often leads to physical pain, conflict, or guilt, producing such 

dreams as: 
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My house was broken into. 

My bedroom window was smashed by a burglar. 

A red tick crawled across my bedcovers. 

My locker was ransacked and my things ruined. 

A wedding dress was soiled. 

First sexual encounters that are more loving and tender lead to dreams with 

romantic overtones: 

I was gliding across a ballroom floor with my boyfriend. 

My boyfriend filled my arms with flowers. 

I ate a delicious hot-fudge sundae. 

In general, the womans body image in adolescent dreams depicts her feelings 

about her changing and growing body; she also expresses her emotional reac¬ 

tions to any sexual experiences as her body is entered for the first time. 

As the woman becomes more sexually experienced, she may dream di¬ 

rectly of sexual encounters and even experience orgasms. Kinsey found that a 

womans peak sexual responsiveness was during her forties.® This height of 

arousability was paralleled by the highest average reporting of erotic dreams 

accompanied by orgasm. By the age of forty-five, about 37 percent of the 

women in Kinsey s study had had dreams with orgasm; among men of the 

same age, 83 percent had had such dreams. On average, men are more sexually 

experienced and sexually responsive at an earlier age in their dreams as well as 

their waking life. Dreams echo life experience. 

Women, like men, are undergoing sexual arousal during the dream 

state; there is increased blood flow to the vagina, lubrication of the vaginal 

walls, and erection of the clitoris.These physiological changes are a natural 

part of dreaming and may account in part for the predominance of sexual im¬ 

agery in dreams. 

Women often represent their womb and vagina as a container or en¬ 

closure in dreams, as psychoanalysts since Freud have observed. This fact was 

demoiistrated poignantly by a recent widow who dreamed of a precious crys¬ 

tal vase she had received from her mother becoming shattered. Her waking 

sexual life, represented by the image of the vase, had been shattered along 

with the life of her husband. 

Dreams During Pregnancy 

The stimulus of being pregnant produces dramatic changes in a woman’s 

dream life." Her dreams of animals increase and the type of animal changes: 
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in early pregnancy she often dreams of aquatic creatures like tadpoles or liz¬ 

ards; in middle pregnancy, of cute, cuddly animals such as kittens, puppies, 

bunnies, or chicks; and in late pregnancy, about apelike animals or other big 

creatures.'^ These dream animals are thought to symbolize her fetus, since 

they get larger as pregnancy progresses. 

In the same way, some researchers find that the architectural structures 

in the womans dreams express the womans enlarging body, with miniature 

buildings occurring in dreams of early pregnancy and large ones appearing in 

those of later pregnancy.*^ Weight gain during pregnancy frequently leads to 

dreams of carrying heavy objects, such as suitcases, the “excess baggage” of 

weight. 

Lush growth of plants, flowers, and gardens is often observed in the 

pregnant womans dreams; these images are thought to symbolize her fertil¬ 

ity.*'' Likewise, dreams of water often increase as the womans uterine waters 

are gathering. Movements of the fetus may stimulate dreams of the baby itself. 

As a woman’s uterus prepares itself for the task of delivery, she has 

Braxton-Hicks contractions (sometimes called “false labor”) during her sleep 

as well as in her waking hours. These sensations become magnified dur¬ 

ing the dream state and probably produce the dreams of labor that occur 

near term. 

Dreams During Menopause 

As the woman’s reproductive years draw to a close, another grand hormonal 

shift takes place in her body. During the seven years prior to cessation of her 

menses, there is a gradual lowering in her estrogen level;*^ eventually her eggs 

no longer ripen and erupt. This reduction in estrogen frequently imbalances 

the woman’s body “thermostat,” resulting in rapid changes of internal tem¬ 

perature. 

The sudden flooding of warmth, often accompanied by sweating and 

dizziness, is termed a “hot flash.” The menopausal woman may have several 

hot flashes a day, and she may find herself awakened from sleep sweating pro¬ 

fusely, a phenomenon called a “night sweat.” 

Hot flashes and night sweats are directly linked to low estrogen. Sleep 

becomes shallower and less refreshing, and the amount of dreaming de¬ 

creases. Researchers who administered replacement-estrogen therapy to men¬ 

opausal women observed increased dreaming and smoother sleep.*^ 
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The sensations of heat the menopausal woman experiences during sleep 

appear in her dreams in the form of fire or heat. Typical dream images 
include: 

I was in a house with problems when a fire alarm rings. 

I saw dry neglected grass and plants. 

I was in a barren, ro«ky landscape. 

There was overripe fruit too close to a heater. 

Depending upon her attitudes toward her life situation, the woman may in¬ 

terpret the dream image of heat as destructive or constructive. One meno¬ 

pausal woman cited dreams of a burnt-out barn and charred bodies of babies. 

She associated the scorched barn with her unproductive womb and the dead 

babies with the miscarriages she had had.'^ Yet another woman who dreamt of 

a burnt-out garden saw a gardener who assured her that the debris was mak¬ 

ing mulch for the best garden ever. The same physical sensations of heat were 

depicted differently according to the dreamer s emotional attitude. 

Dreams During Older Years 

In general, the older woman is sleeping less and having shorter dream time 

than when she was younger. At sixty-five, her deep sleep is about half of what 

it had been in her twenties. Yet older women exceed older men in the amount 

of deep sleep they get, and they often dream more.** 

Naturally, the older womans body is becoming frailer and more liable to 

breakage, disease, illness, and death. These physical realities become subjects 

in her dreams. Although the older woman still has pleasurable romantic and 

erotic dreams, imagery of loss is often observed.*^ Characteristic dream im¬ 

ages include: 

I was lost in the hospital. 

Somebody stole my purse. 

A small boy stole all my handkerchiefs. 

An old man sat in a rocker on a porch with rotting floorboards. 

It is important to remember that a womans dreams can remain supportive 

throughout her life. One older woman with a positive attitude dreamed of a 

barn being reconstructed; another found her lost purse. Damaged, destroyed, 

or stolen objects in an older woman’s dreams often symbolize her sense of 
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deteriorating body and loss of powers. However, many older persons can be 

helped to draw on dream resources. 

Dream themes about approaching death are common. Some older 

women dream that they are taking a journey or see themselves in coffins or at¬ 

tending their own funeral. Here, dreams can help prepare the elderly woman 

for her eventual demise. Many older women reported dreams of white birds, 

colorful celebrations, or beautiful flower-filled villages. Such visions may ex¬ 

press the dreamer’s hopes for heavenly afterlife and may comfort her passage. 

Dreams During Physical Change or Trauma 

When a woman experiences a change in her body, this change is registered in 

her dreams. Her emotions about such change are depicted by the type of im¬ 

agery she chooses to portray them. 

Dreams During Weight Loss or Gain 

Women undergoing restrictive diets respond in their dreams. One dieting 

woman dreamed she was eating cardboard, a comment on the bland food she 

was ingesting. Many women on restrictive diets dream of binging on their fa¬ 

vorite dishes and feeling guilty about it. One woman who had been dieting 

less than a week dreamed she was so slim her trousers were falling off. By en¬ 

visioning herself the way she wished to be, she encouraged herself to go for¬ 

ward in her program. 

Likewise, women who are rapidly gaining weight respond in their 

dreams. After overindulging in several rich meals, one woman dreamed she 

saw dozens of pigs, a comment on the piggishness she judged her behavior to 

be, as well as a warning. 

Dreams After Abortion 

Women’s dreams following an abortion tend toward violence and destruction. 

There is often imagery of a building being damaged. One woman, a few days 

after an abortion, had a nightmare that her garage door had been torn off and 

her car stolen. Furthermore, a gang of “mad lesbians” were tearing up her 

yard with bulldozers. This dream dramatized her sense of destructive intru- 
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sion. Her dreaming mind likened her womb to a garage that was forcibly 

opened; the destroyed fetus was symbolized by the stolen car; the chaotic over¬ 

turning of earth by the “mad lesbians” suggests she felt that her feminity was 
threatened. 

Women who undergo abortions by choice or for medical necessity some¬ 
times dream about the lost child for years afterward. 

Dreams After Sexual Abuse or Rape 

Women who have been sexually abused often dream directly about their mo¬ 

lester. Inevitably, the imagery involves severe damage to the dreamer s body. In 

one study, the most common theme was being attacked, usually resulting in 

death.^** Characteristic dream imagery reported by abused girls and teen¬ 
agers included: 

The steam roller drove over me and crushed me flat (the driver was her 
abuser.) 

I was lying on a hospital bed paralyzed while all my sisters and brothers 
were dying. 

I was in the bathtub when a shark bit off my arm. 

I was shot out of a cannon (operated by the molester) and killed. 

A woman who was raped by a gang when she was seven described dreaming 

that night of choking on white glue. The unfortunate child had been forcibly 

subjected to oral copulation; the white glue in her dream symbolized semen. 

Any physical sensations experienced during abuse—being unable to breathe 

or feeling crushed—are often replicated in the dream imagery. Feelings of 

helplessness and terror are typical.^* 

Dreams After Injury or During Disease 

Imagery during illness or injury varies widely depending upon the area of the 

body that is traumatized. A woman who was still in the hospital recovering 

from a hysterectomy twice dreamed that she had been raped. Her dreaming 

mind likened the intrusion of the surgical knife into her body to the brutal in¬ 

vasion of rape. A woman whose hand had been crushed in a metal-shaping 

machine had nightmares that several larger machines were attacking her; her 

sense of increased vulnerability was being portrayed. A woman whose treat- 
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ment for cancer involved medication that produced heavy sweating dreamed 

she was drowning in a lake that had her name. Injured dreamers sometimes 

see themselves dressed in rags or defective clothing; they dream of objects that 

break or malfunction.^^ 

As the body undergoes repair and healing, dreams often include images 

of wearing or buying new and attractive clothing, which seems to symbolize 

the dreamer’s reintegrating body image.^^ Surgical scars became integrated 

into one woman’s body image when she dreamed of a beautiful wedding dress 

with an attractive design of “V cuts” where her scars actually were. 

During normal developmental stages, most women’s bodies undergo a 

sequence of orderly transformations. Menarche, sexual intercourse, preg¬ 

nancy, menopause, and aging are depicted in her dreams by structures that 

change in size, expand or contract, function well or malfunction, overflow or 

empty, are constructed or destroyed, flourish or die, and are flexible or rigid. 

These may be organic structures, such as people, animals, or plants, or in¬ 

organic ones, such as buildings, objects, or things. 

In normal development, the structures representing the woman’s body 

image are often growing or expanding, as with the images of wanting a larger 

blouse of seeing ripe fruit, cuddly baby animals, or big buildings. Even in the 

elder tyears, images may be expansive, as with dreams of journeys to paradisal 

settings that express hopes for a future beyond physical death. 

In abnormal change or physical trauma, the woman’s body image in 

dreams often tends to be of structures that are disintegrating or destroyed. 

When a woman’s body is invaded roughly by sexual intercourse, sexual abuse, 

rape, accident, or surgery, its integrity is threatened. The structures in her 

dreams are often violently torn apart, emptied, malfunctioning, rigidly con¬ 

tracted, broken, or dying. We saw examples of these in dreams of stolen goods, 

decaying floorboards, a torn-off garage door, being paralyzed while others 

die, being crushed, drowning in glue, and other images. 

The clinician who works with a woman’s body image will find it useful 

to observe the form of structures in the woman’s dreams, the condition and 

functioning of these structures, and the forces impacting them. To heal the 

woman who has been traumatized requires guiding her to move from restric¬ 

tive and destructive imagery toward the opposite pole, to expansion and con¬ 

struction. The woman whose dreams exhibit healthy imagery should be 

helped to recognize, emphasize, and honor these pictures of her inner growth. 
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Karen Surman Paley 

Dreaipers Do It in 

Tkeir Sleep 

Erotic dreams make people uncomfortable. Upon awakening 

from one, many people feel embarrassed and guilty with emo¬ 

tional hangovers that pose the question, “Did I or didn’t I?” In this 

moment of truth, the dreamer may forget that, asleep or awake, sexual feel¬ 

ings are simply feelings, not facts or events that must be acted upon in real life.* 

Dreams have many purposes, and erotic ones are no exception. Conflicts 

may be highlighted and warnings issued. On the other hand, these nocturnal 

interludes can be a highly pleasurable form of the safest sex imaginable. For 

an individual trying to get some sleep, a simple wish-fulfilling fantasy may 

dispose of the libidinous drive that comes to the surface in the absence of one’s 

usual self-restraint.^ The point is that sexual desire exists whether or not we 

allow it expression in waking life. 

Purposes of Erotic Dreams 

Those who have no routine sexual outlets may have particularly powerful sex¬ 

ual dreams as compensation for waking-life deprivation. John Money’s study 

reported in Archives of General Psychiatry described twenty-one paraplegic 

men and women whose vertebral nerve fibers were severed. Despite complete 

genital paralysis, these fourteen men and seven women experienced “phan¬ 

tom orgasms.” They had dreams with vivid orgasm imagery in spite of the ab¬ 

sence of physical sensation and paralysis of the genital area.^ The sleeping 

brain is capable of achieving these “dry dreams” or mental orgasms, halluci¬ 

nations that feel like real orgasms, devoid of ejaculation. Clearly, whether sex¬ 

ually abstinent by choice or by acciden^, no one has to forego sexual pleasure. 
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While release of sexual tension may be the purpose of erotic dreams for 

some, for others the need is less physiological and more psychological. It is not 

uncommon in waking life to find oneself attracted to someone who, for what¬ 

ever reason, is not appropriate. Dealing with these impulses by pretending 

they do not exist or trying to restrain oneself with rigid, white-knuckled self- 

determination may temporarily keep one’s hands “where they belong,” but the 

unconscious mind will not tolerate this predicament for long. Constantly try¬ 

ing to control one’s behavior only intensifies the underlying problem.'* 

Usually, and thankfully, such restraint is overcome during sleep. I say 

thankfully because it is when one is able to acknowledge impulses in the form 

of a dream that the danger of acting them out in waking life is reduced. In her 

book The Dream Game, Ann Faraday says that by becoming “aware of one’s 

own feelings, [a person can] avoid the danger of the repressed impulses seek¬ 

ing expression in some devious way, perhaps by outbursts of anger against 

one’s partner or by ‘accidentally’ finding oneself in some compromising situa¬ 

tion with the dream lover in waking life.” ^ ^ 

Sexual dreams whose primary purpose is the prevention of sexual acting 

out in real life can be precognitive in the sense of providing a dress rehearsal 

for an upcoming temptation as yet outside of waking consciousness. A client 

of mine was discussing his attraction to a woman with whom he was working. 

The woman always had worn “power suits” in his presence but the night be¬ 

fore a scheduled meeting, he dreamt that he was with her at a party at which 

she was clad in an especially skimpy bikini. The next day, she arrived at the 

appointed hour apologizing for her unprofessional appearance. She was 

wearing shorts! My client commented, “If I hadn’t ’seen’ her the night before 

in practically nothing, I don’t think it would have been business as usual. As it 

was, the shorts were a relief!” 

Dreamus Interruptus 

Sexual dreams also unfold when one is well aware of the feelings but am- 

\ bivalent about acting upon them. In this case the dream can become a labora¬ 

tory for testing one’s desire^ One married bisexual woman utilized this tech¬ 

nique to maintain monogamy. 

/ dreamt I was holding Phyllis all night long. At one point I French \issed her 

and, at the same time, almost superimposed, I was eating corn with my teeth. It 

didn’t feel comfortable. She said it was a little strange having that hind of relation¬ 

ship with me. 
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This dream is a Socratic dialogue, a direct communication between the 

unconscious and the conscious, providing an answer to the question, “What 

would it feel like to sexualize my relationship with Phyllis?” The answer is 

that it would be unpalatable. The dream enabled this woman to avoid jeopar¬ 

dizing her marriage for what might have proven to be “a little indiscretion.” 

The kissing/eating dream made its point through what looks like a pho¬ 

tographic blunder, a doulDle exposure creating a composite image. Erotic 

dreams, in general, seem to be especially rich in metaphor, puns, and double¬ 

entendre, and many turn out to be about something quite different than the 

imagery would lead one to believe. Tom, a writer, was having a problem com¬ 

pleting a project on human sexuality because he could not stop himself from 

reviewing the literature in order to begin writing. During this time he had the 

following dream. 

I was with a woman who seemed to be forcing herself on me and I couldn't 

shake her off, so I thought I’d try to satisfy her. I was rubbing her crotch to give her a 

quick orgasm. Then I was on top of her and I was unbuttoning her blouse and her 

breasts were soft and beautiful. I said, “I cant go on with this. I’m married and Ifeel 

too guilty.” 

Tom was able to interpret this dream to his own satisfactionr'Just as the 

woman was forcing herself on him, he had been feeling imposed upon by 

forcing himself to continue exploring other people’s ideas way beyond what 

was necessary. ^The scene in which I suddenly got into the sex and was open¬ 

ing the woman’s blouse and enjoying myself was literally telling me to open up. 

In order to begin writing I had to stop obsessing, let myself go, and bring out 

some of my own thoughts on the subject. The dream helped me begin to 

write.” 

As a writer myself, I have had my share o^sexual dreams that served as 

humorous carriers of the message from withinV Recently I was writing a story 

about a local theater company directed by an internationally renowned play¬ 

wright. The public relations director was not following through on her com¬ 

mitment to send me a copy of a play that I needed to do the article. I was feel¬ 

ing quite frustrated and helpless at the time I had the following dream. 

I was alone with the playwright in his cottage. At dinner, when his wife and ^ 

some other women were there, he k^pt trying to get me to put my hand on his erect 

penis. I clearly rejected it. 

I was surprised by this dream because I had not wanted him, only his 

play. But when I thought about the words, I laughed to myself as I realized, 

“That publicity director has really been giving me a hard time and I have been 

putting up with it.” I immediately picked up the phone and left a message for 
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all to hear on the theater s answering machine that if the publicity director did 

not get me the material I needed, I would not be able to do the piece. Two days 

later it came in the mail. 

These last examples were of the category of “dreamus interruptus,” 

where the sexual act is cut off. One school of thought, which calls itself 

“Senoi,” after a tribe that at one time was thought to have organized commu¬ 

nal life around dream work, urges dreamers to pursue pleasurable sexual con¬ 

tact to orgasm.^jlf he belief is that releasing sexual tension in dreams has a 

very direct impact on real life: “By allowing open sexual expression in 

dreams, ... we may actually be freeing creative thinking on all levels of con- 

sciousness.”3 In spite of the fact that Tom stopped before the achievement of 

sexual gratification, the dream relieved his inhibition about writing. 

Furthermore, according to Senoi thinkers, Tom’s dream ought not to 

merely come to an end in orgasm. The dreamer needs to extract a gift from 

his dream lover, one that expresses beauty, so that “no dream man or woman 

can take the love which belongs to human beings.”* In his book The Mystique 

of Dreams, Domho^ offers another suggestion fi^r the dreamer who awakes 

feeling ill at easex.‘.3rhe best thing to do is tell your spouse or lover about it so 

the alien dream soul will be too embarrassed to return.”j* 

What of this theory of pursuing pleasurable sexual dreams to climax.'* Is 

this a dangerous way to encourage promiscuity in real life.^ In an article en¬ 

titled “The Night Residue,” Alan Leveton talks about drives that arise in sleep 

and persist into waking life as not necessarily being harmful. In cultures that 

attach importance to dreams and provide the dreamer with a good deal of ex¬ 

ternal support, these drives can be sublimated to enrich society in the form of 

new myths and uplifting ideas. For example, the concept of transmigration of 

souls is believed to have been expressed first in dreams. The benefit to the in¬ 

dividual of such external support is the elimination of waking feelings of self- 

condemnation and guilt.'*’ 

When cultural validation takes the form of discussing the dream liaison 

with a trusted friend or therapist, dream sharing with a knowledgeable per¬ 

son is clearly advisable with any highly charged material. In fact, some people 

casually share dreams with no cognizance that the dream is pointing to pa¬ 

thology that needs addressing. In answer to a query I placed in a newsletter, 

one gentleman wrote to say he had been having dreams of sex with his mother 

most of his adult life. The problem, as he saw it, was that the sex was always 

being interrupted and he wanted to learn how to prolong it. Rather than 

dream counseling, this man needs support from the self-help program Sur¬ 

vivors of Incest Anonymous. 
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It is not unusual for repressed incest memories to surface in dreams. One 

woman had the following dream during her treatment as an incest survivor. 

Three men were on an elevator going down and, referring to me, one said, 

‘"You tal{e care of her. She hpows too much!’ We were lying crosswise on a bed and 

having sex. He wasn’t being too gentle. He put his penis inside me and it }{ept getting 

longer and longer until it was up to my throat and / was choking. ^ 

The dream indicates this woman’s fear of being punished for revealing 

what had been perpetrated^pon her as a child. Fear had held a stranglehold 

over her up until this point. She later made an association: “His penis kept 

getting longer and longer like Pinocchio’s nose. Jt came up to my throat and I 

was choking, but the lies are starting to come up and out.” The dream enabled 

her to get in touch with the fear of exposing long-time secrets that might 

otherwise have short-circuited her therapy. 

Recovery Dreams 

Sexual dreams can do more than simply unveil old trauma. In my research on 

dreams of recovering sex offenders and sex addicts, what has become apparent 

is the healing power and self-validation inherent in what I call recovery dreams. 

Don, incarcerated on a rape conviction, had the following dream during the 

course of his rehabilitation program. 

It seemed that I had recently been releasedfrom prison. I was at a kind of party 

and talking to a woman. She had a sexy sensualism that attracted me greatly. I was 

telling her my life experiences, about my crimes, prison, etc. She said out of all the 

men present she wanted to go to bed with me because my story was more tender. 

I was sitting on a couch and this woman approached and straddled me in a sex¬ 

ual position. However, instead of attempting to have sex immediately I said to her, 

‘Just hold me! She embraced me and I lay my head on her breast and began to cry. At 

7 that moment I had an awesome feeling of peace, joy, relief, and emotional release. 

We held each other for a long while and then I entered her with my penis. It was a 

fantastic sexual feeling; I was totally, engulfed) by it and in it. The most powerful 

factor was not the intercourse per se but the embrace. 

In this dream Don was being granted a sneak preview, in which he made 

the personality change he was working on in therapy during imprisonment. 

“The dream shows that I’m finally getting a correct concept of‘caring’ as op¬ 

posed to just seeking sexual gratification. I’m learning how to properly relate 

to women, sex, love and relationships, and I have no desire to return to my old 

ideas.” 
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While providing the much-needed sexual gratification, the sexual expe¬ 

rience is a tender one now that Don has been able to admit his past. He is a 

man who wants to be held, and the fact that he can receive this kind of nur- 

turance in a dream is indicative of his own burgeoning self-love. As he ex¬ 

pressed it, “I’m becoming aware of and accepting the ‘woman’ in me, my nur¬ 

turing faculties.” 

Dick, a dream educator in his professional life, also had an erotic dream 

that he believes to be about self-love. 

We are rolling around on the floor, this blonde woman and 1.1 don’t know her 

very well, but this is fun. As we play, it gets more sexual. I wonder just how far the 

sexual play can go, so I get more sexually aggressive and she is very responsive and 

willing. It seems clear that we are now about to "do it,” when I get this strong feeling 

that I should produce some condoms or at least initiate a discussion of safe sex. 

Oh, what a hassle. This moment feels so good, so spontaneous and nonverbal. I 

say the heck naakjng love, I have an orgasm, and it feels great. 

But now I’m sure I made a big mistake. This is not like me. I hardly know this 

woman and I’m certain I’ve contracted AIDS now. I used to be so certain I couldn’t 

have AIDS, but no more. It was enjoyable at the time, but I feel sick now, like I need 

to leave and be alone. 

The woman turns to me. She looks more familiar now. Oh, this is an ex-lover. 

She says she really enjoyed our lovemakjng, particularly that she was able to take her 

own time. I assure her that next time we meet, we can do so again, and I will spend 

whatever time she likes. 

Dick believed himself to be responsible about his sexual practices in real 

life but the dream had a profound impact on him, suggesting that he might be 

on the verge of losing self-control. However, the gentle voice of the female 

dream character, coming as it does after he begins to feel angry and afraid, 

represents the part of himself that is self-accepting of mistakes.*^ The move¬ 

ment from shame to self-love is crucial, for self-hatred feeds on itself. The 

person filled with self-loathing will continually sabotage plans for safe sex, 

which, in turn, provides a reason for more self-hatred followed by more self¬ 

destructive behavior. Those who cannot break out of the cycle of acting out 

and remorse, who are powerless to curtail sexually compulsive and dangerous 

behavior, are truly addicted to sex. 

Thousands of persons so affected have gotten involved in twelve-step 

programs modeled after Alcoholics Anonymous. Part of recovery in these 

programs is getting in touch with a “Higher Power” or “God of one’s own un¬ 

derstanding.” Some feel that this Higher Power makes contact in the dream¬ 

ing state. One theological dreamworker believes that erotic imagery can indi- 
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cate a desire to connect with divine energy. “Dreams with pleasant, enjoyable, 

and rapturous sexual images are often associated with solving spiritual and 

moral problems, while dreams with frightening and repugnant sexuality are 

often associated with the repression of spiritual and ethical concerns and the 

inadequate resolution of religious and philosophical problems.”'^ 

Craig, now in his third year of recovery in Sexaholics Anonymous, pro¬ 

vides a good example o^this kind of experience. Once known as one of the 

“Bible club kids,” he studied theology as an adult and was very active in his re¬ 

ligious practices. On the other hand, he led a totally separate private life that 

included compulsive masturbation, use of prostitutes, extramarital affairs, 

and thousands of obscene phone calls. About six years before he sought help, 

Craig had the following dream. 

God was a man and he had a wife. They were trying to tame wild dogs and 

foxes. The father never went out to get these animals himself rather he would ex¬ 

plain to this other person—who became myself—how to reach each individual dog 

or fox. I would then go out and in various ways, appropriate for that fox, try to get 

them to be willing to follow me bacl{. I remember one instruction was not to say 

anything but to just reach out my arms to them and beckon them to come. This one 

ran and hid and I ran after it. It went down into a hole and I gently reached down 

my hand and touched its head and began to pleadfor it to follow me home. 

I was surprised by the mundaneness of the old mans place. It was very natural 

and not very "celestial.” His wife hurt her foot at one point. At the end of the dream 

I was on another errand andfound myself jogging and was suddenly gripped by love 

of God and shame at my own sin. I began to sob way down deep. 

Back where the foxes were coming to the old mans place—God’s place—- 

there was a powerful jet of water that went in spurts up into the sky- Each spurt be¬ 

gan slow and speeded up; some came down. This old man was a very gentle, down to 

earth, humorous, wise, omniscient fellow. I was surprised that he was God. 

The dream persona is rounding up wild dogs and foxes. Is it for the 

work of God or in the interest of sexual gratification.? Trying to get them to be 

willing to follow him sounds a bit like sexual intrigue. The images of putting a 

hand down a hole and the ejaculatory spurts do not bode well for the work of 

God, either. 
The dream occurred during a time in Craig’s life when he was very ac¬ 

tive in both fundamentalist religion and sexual addiction. What he was hear¬ 

ing from his evangelist congregation intensified the shame he already felt 

around his covert behavior. When I reminded Craig of the dream recently, he 

was totally surprised and said, “I would never have conceived of God in this 

way as a fundamentalist.” Yet, in the midst of the chaos of his life, he possessed 
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the dream power to conceive of a gentle, nonpunitive divine being. Although 

unable to experience the spiritual healing at the time, Craig’s dream God was 

trying to forgive him in spite of rigid superego forces both within and without 

that were subjecting him to ruthless condemnation. 

Compare this dream to one Craig had six years later, after only two 

months of sobriety in Sexaholics Anonymous. 

lam in an apartment with some women. I am tempted to have sex with one of 

them. We begin and I am dismayed because I know I am breaking my sobriety. I 

wake up, realize it is a dream, and feel immense relief. 

hater 1 dream that my wife and I move and go to an Alliance church. It has a 

good Sunday School and is plush, but lam not interested. Then we go into an Angli¬ 

can church that is charismatic. We cant follow all the liturgy but then there is a 

healing service. My wife goes forward for our daughters dry skin and for my back- 

(My back is fine.) Isay I want to go deeper into God and I have a shovel in my hand. 

I am weeping. He lays hands on me and Ifeel power coming in, surging through me. 

I begin to laugh and cry simultaneously, deeply. v 

In these two dream fragments from the same night, Craig has separated 

the sexual activity from the spiritual. “This dream reveals the two extremes of 

my inner longings, which are basically spiritual: erotic/genital contact and 

transcendent mystical experience” He wants to go deeply into a woman and 

deeply into God. The God is as warm and friendly as in the other dream but 

far less distant. In sexual sobriety, Craig weeps as he feels the power of God 

rushing through him. The divine surges are the watery spurts of the previous 

dream made spiritual. The dreaming Craig may feel dismay at his loss of so¬ 

briety, but he no longer needs to feel shame. He is able to receive the love of 

God directly without having to give what he himself did not possess to others. 

Sexual dreams obviously appear with all levels of intensity. One can feel 

free to express libidinous desires in a dreamer’s romp. If one does not want to 

act on the feelings, it is best not to keep them secret. 

Medieval dreamers had a great deal of trouble taking responsibility for 

their own sexual desires. Erotic dreams were thought to be instigated by suc- 

cubi and incubi, evil demons who had intercourse with men and women 

when they slept. If this remains true for the dreamer on an emotional level, 

dream sharing becomes exorcism and release. 
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The dream is a little hidden door in the 

innermost and most secret recesses of the 

psyche. 
Carl Jung 
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Th e people called “Senoi” by dream researchers are actually two groups, the 

Temiar and the Semai, neighbors in the jungles of the Malay peninsula. An¬ 

thropologist Kilton Stewart claimed that, prior to the Second World War 

when he investigated them, the Senoi were a “dream culture” and that the 

Senoi families’ early-morning dream discussions laid the basis for a society so 

calm and peaceful that murder, robbery, and mental illness were unknown.* 

Later investigators did not support the existence of this utopian ideal; in fact, a 

Senoi native killed a colleague of Stewart’s in a pique of jealousy because of a 

love triangle. Evidentally, Senoi shamans did work with the tribe’s dreams, 

but the family rituals and parent-to-child dream instruction claimed by Stew¬ 

art were not substantiated.^ 

There are reports of other societies around the world where dreams play 

an important role. The Mapuche Indians of Chile share their dreams daily 

within the family unit, especially in times of physical and emotional stress. 

The communal interpretation and sharing of dreams provides individuals 

with another level of communication to alleviate problems. Anthropologist 

Lydia Degarrod studied the Mapuche from 1985 to 1987. She was accepted as a 

family member, sharing their dreams as well as other daily tasks.^ Among the 

Mapuche, the machis (shamans) are in charge of religious rituals, healing, and 

contacting spirits. However, they work only with the dreams that family 

members cannot decipher themselves. 

Among the Mapuche, dreams are viewed as voyages of the soul. Degar¬ 

rod observed that group dream interpretation serves several functions. It al- 
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lows an indisposed individual to dispel fears, gaining reassurance that the 

dream’s negative prediction can be aborted by the proper ceremonies. In addi¬ 

tion, it assists family cohesiveness by enabling people to share their dreams 

and obtain interpretations from other group members. Mapuche dream anal¬ 

ysis is fairly sophisticated, as it focuses not only on specific dream imagery, but 

also on the dreamer’s emotional reaction to the dream and on its connections 

to dreams previously reported by that individual. Furthermore, the dreamer 

examines the events following the dream to further explore its meaning. 

One day, an elderly Mapuche woman shared a troubling dream with 

Degarrod. 

A young girl went to a nearby hut to warm up, but there wasn’t any fire there. 

She left the place. She was very cold. She came to our place and she sat at thefire and 

warmed herself. 

The old woman was upset because to dream of fire is considered a nega¬ 

tive omen, and the young girl was seen as a messenger of death. A week later, 

she became ill and was certain that death was near.3ut her son recalled that 

the fire in the dream was a “small fire”; hence it predicted illness, not death. 

This interpretation reassured the old woman, and she recovered. Degarrod 

was struck by the unique manner in which dream reports enhanced com¬ 

munication in the family and served to bring family members closer together. 

In this section, psychologist Wilse W. Webb succinctly traces the history 

of dreams in Western culture. Next, I describe the role that dream working 

has played in shamanic traditions. Anthropologist and psychoanalyst Ben¬ 

jamin Kilbourne places dreamworking in a comprehensive cross-cultural 

perspective. 

Dreams are mentioned in any number of ancient texts and scripts. Clay 

tablets have been found, dating to about 3000 b.c., containing interpretive ma¬ 

terial about the dreams of Babylonian and Assyrian dreamers. Negative 

dream content was attributed to spirits of the dead and malevolent demons. 

Flying dreams indicated disaster and imbibing wine forecast a short life, but 

drinking water foretold a long one. This “dictionary” approach to dream con¬ 

tent provided the same meanings for everyone, regardless of the dreams’ con¬ 

text and circumstances. Unfortunately, the dictionary approach is still with us 

today. 

The Egyptians were less concerned with demonology, interpreting 

dreams as messages from the gods. The Papyrus of Deral-Madineh of about 

2000 B.c. gives instructions on how to obtain a dream message from a deity. 

Serapis was the Egyptian god of dreams, and there were dozens oiserapims, or 

dream temples, throughout the land. Incubation, the deliberate attempt to in- 
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duce dreams while sleeping in these temples, was widely practiced. “Stand-in” 

dreamers were even sent to the serapims to incubate a dream for someone who 

could not make the journey.'' The dreams of royalty were given special atten¬ 

tion; a dream of Thutmose IV is recorded on a stela (a stone pillar) in front of 

the Sphinx. 

The sacred Vedas of India contain lists of favorable and unfavorable 

dreams. This literaturcf probably written sometime between 1500 and 

1000 B.C., contains specific interpretations of dream images. Dreams from dif¬ 

ferent periods of the night were given different interpretations, and the 

dreamer s temperament was considered before an interpretation was made. 

Early philosophers in India conjectured that there are four states of the 

“soul”: waking, dreamless sleep, dreaming, and mystical unity. 

The earliest Chinese work on dreams is the Meno Shu, dating to about 

A.D. 640. The Chinese classified dreams according to their source, which re¬ 

vealed physical and mental changes taking place in the dreamers. They be¬ 

lieved that a dream was internally generated by the “soul” but that external 

physical stimuli could also be important. Sleeping on a belt, for example, was 

believed to induce dreams about snakes. 

Of all the pioneering psychotherapists and dreamworkers, it was Carl 

Jung who delved most deeply into dreams in different times and places. His 

theoretical formulations came from an impressive galaxy of sources: mythol¬ 

ogy, comparative religion, alchemy, esoteric texts, his own dreams, and the 

dreams of clients who came from around the world.^ Jung used the term ar¬ 

chetypes to describe universal mythic symbols and metaphors.^ Among them 

were dream characters such as wise old men and women, magical children, 

heroes, and charlatans, and dream activities such as journeys, initiations, and 

transformations. For Jung, the universality of archetypes was based on the ex¬ 

istence of innate neuropsychic centers that have the capacity to initiate, con¬ 

trol, and mediate similar behavior among all people, regardless of race, cul¬ 

ture, and creed.^ 

However, this commonality of powerful dream images—if it exists—can 

be demystified. Psychiatrist Anthony Stevens points out that all cultures, 

whatever their geographical location or historical era, display a large number 

of social traits due to the fact that human beings share a common genetic code. 

No human culture has ever existed that lacked 

Laws about the ownership, inheritance, and disposal of property, procedures for 

settling disputes, rules governing courtship, marriage, adultery, and the adorn¬ 

ment of women, taboos relating to food and incest, ceremonies of initiation for 
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young men, associations of men which exclude women, gambling, athletic 

sports, co-operative labour, trade, the manufacture of tools and weapons, rules 

of etiquette prescribing forms of greeting, modes of address, use of personal 

names, visiting, feasting, hospitality, gift-giving, and the performance of fu¬ 

neral rites, status differentiation on the basis of a hierarchical social structure, 

superstition, belief in the supernatural, religious rituals, soul concepts, myths 

and legends, dancing, homicide, suicide, homosexuality, mental illness, faith 

healing, dream interpretation, medicine, surgery, obstetrics, and meteorology.* 

So rather than posit an unknown universal mental structure, we need merely 

acknowledge that certain beings and activities achieve salience in the dreams 

of dreamers worldwide because they share a common humanity. 

Even so, the ways in which these archetypes take specific form will vary 

from culture to culture because of historical and social differences. Most early 

societies venerated an “Earth Mother” who gave birth to plants and creatures, 

but in ancient Egypt, the world s vegetation sprouted from Geb the Earth 

God, as he lay prone on his stomach. In Scandinavia, Njord, another male god, 

personified the earth, while the Incas of Peru worshipped Lord Pilcomayo, 

Lord of the Earth. 

The marital archetype appears to be universal, but it takes different 

forms around the world. In nonindustrialized countries, 68 percent of people 

practice monogamy, 31 percent polygamy (multiple wives), and ii percent 

polyandry (multiple husbands), and half of the “monogamous” societies prac¬ 

tice occasional polygyny (plurality of wives and/or mistresses).^ 

Some dreamworkers do quite well without recourse to the term arche¬ 

type, but those who use it need to consider the wide variation in human be¬ 

havior; many life themes are the same, but the way in which those themes 

shine in the galaxy of experience resembles a variegated rainbow rather than a 

narrow spotlight. 
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For this historical perspective on dream theory, I have chosen to 

emphasize the writings of Aristotle, Cicero, and Freud for several 

reasons. First, they are among the most famous, systematic, and 

comprehensive writers of their times. Secondly, each presented a theory of 

dreams that was unique to and beyond his time; in other words, they did not 

simply reflect their historical periods. Therefore, the unique outlooks of these 

three writers—the naturalism of Aristotle, the sociophilosophical orientation 

of Cicero, and the psychoanalytic stance of Freud—may help us to understand 

how dream theories have changed as intellecutal belief systems have changed. 

Recent changes in world views have influenced Western culture in many 

ways; today s dream perspectives reflect those shifts. 

Aristotle on Dreams 

Although Aristotle and Cicero lived and wrote about dreams some 300 years 

apart (ca. 340 b.c. and 40 a.d.), there was a pervasive idea about dreams across 

their time span. The notion that dreams were messages from the gods, or 

from some other extraordinary source, extended temporally from the frag¬ 

ments of the earlier writings of the Egyptians and Sumerians through the lit¬ 

erature exemplified by Homer, the Old Testament, the Grecian plays, and the 

histories of Heroditus into Artemedorus’ collection in the later Roman period 

of the second century a.d. 
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As can be seen from these sources, even with minor geographic varia¬ 

tions there was a common theme throughout the known Western world.* Un¬ 

derlying the premise that dreams originated outside the dreamer was a gen¬ 

eral set of of beliefs: the future is fated, and there is a “higher order” involved 

in that fate that includes human beings. In addition, it was believed that the 

future could most readily be accessed during sleep and that this was typically 

mediated by divine intervention. 

Examples of the crucial role of dreams in the lives of earlier prominent 

people are plentiful; dreams of the Pharaohs and of the leading characters of 

the Iliad and Odyssey; the Old Testament dreams of Jacob and David; the an¬ 

nals of Cyrus’ dreams; Hannibal’s responses to dreams; the divination dreams 

of Sophocles and Socrates; and the dreams of Joseph in the New Testament. 

Perhaps the clearest concrete evidence of this idea of the dream can be found 

in the hundreds of “sleep temples” scattered throughout Greece. 

In On Divination by Dreams, Aristotle writes that dreams are perceptions 

of sensory-based occurrences:^ “The objects of sense-perceptions correspond¬ 

ing to each sensory organ produce sense-perceptions in us, and the affection 

due to this operation is present . . . even when they have departed.^ These re¬ 

sidual impressions constitute dreams. The unusual quality of dreams stems 

from three primary sources: (i) we receive dreams but do not exercise reason 

or opinion during sleep; (2) residual impressions may have particular impact 

on dreams because they are not “extended or obscured” by “the intellect and 

the senses working together”; and (3) dreams are uncontrolled, like “little ed¬ 

dies formed in rivers . . . often running what they were like when they first 

started out, but often, too, broken into other forms.”'* 

Given this position, it is not surprising to find Aristotle rejecting the 

dominant theme of divine dreams: “It may be concluded that dreams are not 

sent by God. . . . Nor are they designed [to reveal the future]. . . . They have 

a divine aspect, however, for Nature [their cause] is divinely planned.”^ By re¬ 

jecting extraordinary sources for dreams, Aristotle reflected a change among 

intellectuals of his era. Literal belief systems about the gods were breaking 

down, and philosophers were explaining the world in ways that were natural 

rather than supernatural. 

Aristotle’s examination of the issue of divination is also naturalistic. 

Dreams may be related to the future as tokens, causes, or coincidences. Physi¬ 

cians may attend to dreams as tokens: “Movements which occur in the 

daytime are, unless very great and violent, lost sight of. . . . In sleep the 

opposite takes place, for then even trifling movements seem consider¬ 

able. . . . The beginnings of all events are small, so, it is clear, are those also of 
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diseases and other affectations.” Indeed, some dreams may be “causes” of the 

future in the sense that “Movements set up first in sleep [may] prove to be 

starting points of actions to be performed in the daytime.” However, Aristotle 

regarded most dreams about future events as coincidences, not prophecies: 

“The probability is that many such things should happen. . . . The dream 

is . . . neither token nor cause ofits fulfillment, but a mere coincidence.”^ 

Aristotle leaves us jvith some wise words about dream interpretation: 

“The most skillful interpreter of dreams is he who has the faculty of observ¬ 

ing resemblances—dream presentations are analogous to forms reflected in 

water. ... If the motion in the water be great, the reflection has no re¬ 

semblance to its original. ... In a similar way, some such thing is a troubled 

dream ... for the internal movement effaces the clearness of the dream.”^ In 

other words, the greater the emotional turmoil of the dreamer, the more dis¬ 

guised is the dream; the more tranquil the dreamer, the greater the re¬ 

semblance of the dream to waking life. 

Cicero on Dreams 

Cicero, the famous Roman orator, considered the question of divination in 

dreams (presenting his arguments in classic rhetorical form). First, he makes 

the case for divination: (i) The human soul is an emanation of the Divine Soul 

and hence they are in contact. (2) This contact is enhanced when the soul is 

unencumbered by the senses and flesh. (3) Fate is an orderly succession of 

causes and thus is predictable. 

Cicero then argues against this position, first focusing on “artificial” di¬ 

vination: (i) The presumed connections between portents and predicted 

events; for example, a prediction based on the dream of a kidney and the out¬ 

come of a naval battle in a kidney-shaped sea are “unnatural” and make little 

sense. (2) While the observations of our senses often yield correct predictions, 

this is not divination but skilled performance. (3) Some events occur by chance 

and are not predictable. 

Cicero argues that whatever theory one holds about dreams, they are 

“phantoms and apparitions.” We place faith in our waking delusions and hal¬ 

lucinations but certainly not in those of the insane or drunk. Why then value 

the prophetic power of dreams P If one wishes to solve a problem in geometry, 

physics, or logic, or wants to learn flute-playing, he or she should consult the 

“peculiar knowledge of the related art or science. . . . If I want to sail a boat, I 

would not pilot it as I might have dreamed I should.” The dreamer cannot 
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learn a skill in his or her dreams, and using dreams for divination purposes is 

a waste of time. 

Clearly, argues Cicero, dreams are not the work of God; (i) Most dreams 

are ignored; thus God is either ignorant or vain. (2) If God were “consulting 

for our own good,” he would send us clear visions while we were waking 

rather than unintelligible ones while we sleep. (3) Because at least some 

dreams are not true, why would he send false dreams with no distinguishing 

marks? He summarizes, “Do the immortal gods, who are of surprising excel¬ 

lence in all things, constantly flit about, not only the beds, but even the lowly 

pallets of mortals . . . and when they find him snoring, throw at him dark 

and twisted visions. . . . Or does Nature bring it to pass that the very active 

soul sees in sleep phantoms of what it saw when the body was awake? 

Unlike Aristotle, in the end Cicero did not find the time of sleep pro¬ 

pitious for wisdom or divination: “When the soul is supported by the bodily 

members and by the five senses, its powers of perception, thought, and ap¬ 

prehension are more trustworthy. When the soul itself [is] weakened in 

sleep, . . . many sights and sounds . . . are seen and heard in all manner of 

confusion and diversity.”^ He refutes the argument that by “long continuing 

observations . . . and recording of the results [of dreams] an art has been 

evolved.” After arguing that he can see no possible connection between a 

“phantom” dream and a future physical event, Cicero further denies the pos¬ 

sibility of establishing such connections: “For [dreams] are of infinite variety 

and there is no imaginable thing too absurd, too involved, or too abnormal for 

us to dream about. How then is it possible for us either to remember the 

countless and ever-changing mass of visions or to observe and record the sub¬ 

sequent results? ... As a rule we do not believe a liar even when he tells the 

truth . . . [yet] if one dream turns out true . . . [there are] countless others 

that are false.”*** 

The naturalism of Aristotle and the rhetoric of Cicero did not stem the 

prophetic interpretation of dreams. The popularity of this approach was 

crowned by the five volumes of the Greek scholar Artemedorus of Daldis in 

the second century. These volumes make up an exhaustive review of the 

dream interpretations in the classical world in combination with Ar¬ 

temedorus’ own interpretations of more than 3,000 dreams. While giving 

prototypical indexings of particular dreams and their meanings, Ar¬ 

temedorus emphasized the individual dream and the context of its time. 

These volumes were republished in 1518 under the title Oneicritica and were 

published in English in 1606. The continued popularity of this approach to 

dreams is attested to by a volume by Thomas Hall imprinted in London in 
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1576, entitled The Most Pleasaunte Art of the Interpretation of Dreams, Where- 

unto is Annexed Sundry Problems with Apte Aunsweares Neare Agreeing to the 

Matter, and Very Rare Examples, not the Lil{e Extant in the English Tongue. 

There is, however, a landmark in the history of dreams that dramatically 

entered the course of philosophy in the seventeenth century and today con¬ 

tinues to reverberate within it. In his First Meditation, Rene Descartes cites his 

dream experiences as a central source of skepticism concerning the senses. He 

reports, “For example, there is the fact that I am here, seated by the fire, at¬ 

tired in a dressing gown, having the paper in my hands, and other similar mat¬ 

ters. ... At the same time I must remember that I am a man and conse¬ 

quently in the habit of sleeping, and in my dreams representing to myself the 

same things.” 

The ongoing puzzle of the status of dreams as sensory data clearly con¬ 

tributed to Descartes’ central theme of doubt. Moreover, this puzzle con¬ 

tinued to be a lively issue throughout subsequent philosophical inquiries.'* 

However, Descartes attributed the development of his philosophy and his life 

to three “revelatory dreams.”'^ 

In the meantime, Christian writers originally agreed with the ancient 

Greeks and Romans that dreams were of divine origin. Cyprian, bishop of 

Carthage in 250 a.d., asserted that the very councils of the church were guided 

by God through dreams and visions. St. Augustine described dreams of the 

dead as “gifts” from God. “Dreams, more than any other thing, entice us to¬ 

ward hope,” wrote Cynesius of Cyrene, a fifth-century bishop of Ptolemais.'^ 

In a book relating dreams and theology, Morton T. Kelsey, after a 

lengthy review of dreams in the Bible, cites the extensive writings of the early 

Christian church founders. However, in preparing a Latin translation of the 

Bible during the fifth century, St. Jerome consistently mistranslated a Hebrew 

word in order to include prohibitions against dream work in the sacred text.''* 

As a result, dreams were categorized with witchcraft for more than a thou¬ 

sand years. Kelsey notes that the present absence of theological considerations 

about dreams is a relatively recent development. 

Freud on Dreams 

By the dawning of the twentieth century, the dream had lost its potency as a 

popular force for mediating between human and divine realms. Theologians 

no longer regarded dreams as bona-fide revelations, philosophers were con¬ 

cerned primarily with their metaphysical implications, and literary critics 
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emphasized only their frequently inaccurate portrayal in literature.'^ There is 

little evidence that the leaders of society sought guidance from their dreams. 

In poetry, the dream was more typically a literary device, as in William 

Wordsworths “Dream of a Slave” (in which the slave dreamed of his years of 

freedom) or in Edgar Allan Poe’s elaborate fantasies of a dream world. The 

dream dictionaries were still sold, but they were ragtags of Artemedorus’ 

work. 

Historian and psychologist Hendrika Vande Kemp has reviewed the 

place of dreams in American and British periodicals, both popular and pro¬ 

fessional, between i86o and 1910. She discovered a steady increase in articles 

about dreams from i860 to 1870. Thereafter, articles in popular periodicals 

declined, while those in professional journals increased. By 1910 the dream lit¬ 

erature was almost exclusively contained in professional journals. 

Vande Kemp found four general areas in which dreams were cited: the 

reporting of dreams, dreams and memory, dreams and reality, and the con¬ 

sciousness of dreams. The first section is a particularly striking reminder of 

the vanished tradition “when the famous were not at all disinclined to share 

their dreams,” these including Dickens, Coleridge, Goethe, Wordsworth, 

Robert Louis Stevenson, and Havelock Ellis. Within these areas, particularly 

in the popular literature, a strong interest in the paranormal and an interest in 

the epistemology and metaphysics of the dream were apparent. 

The nineteenth-century literature may be viewed as a transitional 

period between the oneirological tradition of the classical and biblical periods 

and the interpretive/investigative traditions of the twentieth century. In the 

earlier traditions, dreams were viewed as messages assuming a transper¬ 

sonal significance. During the nineteenth century, they were viewed either as 

interpersonal messages from one person to another or as extrapersonal epi- 

phenomena of physiological processes devoid of deep meaning. Twentieth- 

century theorists added aspects of messages from the person to the self—the 

intrapersonal dimension. 

Freud’s contribution was to place the dream squarely within the scien¬ 

tific domain while emphasizing its clinical interpretation. According to 

Vande Kemp, Freud downplayed those dreams that had obvious transpersonal 

implications and derided dream theories that were metaphysical in nature. As 

a result, the post-Freudian tradition failed to incorporate earlier popular in¬ 

terest in “parapsychological dreams and the philosophical interest in the epis¬ 

temology and metaphysics of dreaming.”'^ 

Contrary to many writers’ opinions, Freud did not inaugurate scientific 

interest in dreams. In The Interpretation of Dreams, he cited 214 references 
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prior to 1900.*^ However, in 1893, Mary Calkins had described the status of the 

dream literature of the 1890s as follows: 

The phenomenon of dreaming has rarely been discussed or investigated in a 

thorough and in an experimental manner: of description, of theory, of discus¬ 

sion, of poetical analogy and illustration there has been no end; of accurate ob¬ 

servation almost nothing. . . . The most scientific books . . . have been wholly 

and chiefly the results of the observations of abnormal subjects and in the inter¬ 

est more or less distinctly of pathology. . . . The fullest discussion[s] of the sub¬ 

ject . . . are largely compilations ofthe recorded dreams of other people.'* 

Freud s evaluation of the literature was succinctly stated: “Many stimu¬ 

lating observations are to be found and a quantity of interesting materials 

bearing upon our theme, but little or nothing that touches upon the essential 

nature of dreams or that offers a final solution of any of their enigmas.”'^ In 

writing The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud s purposes, as stated in the preface, 

were twofold: “to give an account of the interpretations of dreams,” and to es¬ 

tablish “their theoretical value as a paradigm.” 

Freud concluded that dreams emerge from the dynamically repressed 

unconscious, but many of his predecessors had taken a more organic point of 

view. Philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, in 1862, stated that while someone is 

awake, external stimuli impinge upon the mind and cause it to erect models of 

time, space, and causality in relation to the realities of the external world. 

During sleep, by contrast, the sources of external stimulation decrease mark¬ 

edly, allowing internal stimuli to be remodeled into forms occupying space 

and time by rules unique to the brain itself. Freud criticized this viewpoint, 

arguing that dream interpretation would be rendered practically impossible if 

the analyst had to trace dream content back to an obscure organic stimulus.^^ 

Peretz Lavie and J. Allan Hobson have reviewed other dream literature 

of the late seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries on the issue of 

the internal production of the dream by brain activity.^' The British philoso- 

ph er Locke, in his 1690 Essay Concerning Human Understanding, argued for 

sensory determinants of dreams. This position was criticized by German phi¬ 

losopher Leibnitz, who argued that ideas are not caused by sensations but exist 

independently of the senses and of consciousness. Thus dreams may exist 

within sleep as expressions of ideas in the absence of sensation or awareness. 

In England, the Lockean notion of sensory determinants of dreams be¬ 

came centered as opposed to the Leibnitzian position, which was popular in 

intellectual circles in Edinburgh, Scotland. The supporters of Locke held that 

consciousness depended on sensations, even in sleep—albeit at a lower and 
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sometimes even imperceptible level. Wilhelm Wundt, founder of the world s 

first psychological laboratory in Germany, echoed Locke, holding that the 

content of dreams arose mainly in response to sensory stimuli. The French 

scientist Alfred Maury was the first to attempt a systematization of self- 

observation experiments on external stimulation and its effects on dreaming. 

In France, the Marquis d’Hervey de Saint-Denis filled twenty-two volumes 

with his self-observations and hypotheses. The Spanish neuroanatomist San¬ 

tiago Ramon y Cajal discovered that the nervous system is a collection of inde¬ 

pendent but interdependent neurons and saw the unconscious as an intrinsic 

part of the brain/mind system. 

Wundt believed that the visual images in dreams arise through the stim¬ 

ulation of the visual system itself. Even though Freud rejected this hypothesis, 

it has been demonstrated that the visual system is indeed activated in rapid- 

eye-movement sleep, although the source is the brain rather than the retina.^^ 

Freud objected to a physiological approach to dreams, stating that “in this 

view a dream is not a mental act at all, but a somafic process signalizing the 

occurrence of indications registered in the mental apparatus.”^^ Indeed, in The 

Interpretation of Dreams, Freud moved away from the reductionistic neu¬ 

rophysiological predispositions of his earlier book Project for a Scientific Psy¬ 

chology to a less reductionistic psychological approach.^'’ 

Dream Theory Today 

In the twentieth century, dream theorists have based their ideas on clinical 

and experimental data rather than on anecdotes, theological dogma, or log¬ 

ically reasoned assumptions. Tore Neilsen has provided us with a valuable 

overview of the dream literature by compiling the number of citations under 

“Dreams” in the Index Medicus from 1880 to 1985.^^ He considers the publica¬ 

tion figures relative to two key reference points: Freud s The Interpretation of 

Dreams in 1900, and Eugene Aserinsky and Nathaniel Kleitman’s paper on 

the relationship between dream recall and rapid-eye-movement (REM) ac¬ 

tivity during sleep in 1953.^^ Publications on dreams peaked fourteen years af¬ 

ter Freud s book was published and sixteen years after Aserinsky and Kleit- 

mans article appeared. These two important breakthroughs in dream theory 

and research were take-off points for other dream investigators. 

A closer look at the flow and dynamics of the systematic research regard¬ 

ing dream content appears in Carol Winget and Milton Kramer s book, Di¬ 

mensions of Dreams?"^ The extensive literature reviews of Freud, Vande Kemp, 
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Lavie, and Hobson provide a strikingly similar picture. In the midst of the 

speculative notions and anecdotes of philosophers, theologians, physicians, 

and laypersons about dreams, there was an increasing emergence of informa¬ 

tion about physiology and neurology. The data provided new grounds for fur¬ 

ther speculations about the dreaming process; however, few, if any, were sys¬ 

tematically related to dream content. 

The dream literature after Freud is full of arguments and conceptual 

clashes; however, the basis of these differences tended to be clinical case histo¬ 

ries. The Winget and Kramer literature review of dream content serves to re¬ 

mind us of the explosive effect on dream-content research resulting from the 

REM/dream discovery. Winget and Kramer divided their extensive review of 

dream-content research into nonlaboratory and laboratory studies. The for¬ 

mer uses free recall (such as dreams recorded at home and questionnaires 

about dreams), while the latter category refers to dreams recovered in the lab¬ 

oratory from EEG-identified states. Extensive content analysis could have 

been attempted earlier, but the demonstration that dreaming was a near- 

universal human activity rather than an exotic eccentricity provoked curiosity 

as to how dream content differed across the life span and between groups of 

different gender and culture. 

Calvin Hall on Dreams 

This review also revealed the limited impact of the Freudian school on the 

systematic study of dream content. On the other hand, there were two sharp 

increases in dream-content studies, one in the 1950s and one in the 1960s. It is 

possible to attribute the first increase to the remarkable work of Calvin Hall. 

His first published paper on dream content appeared in 1948, and his book 

The Meaning of Dreams was published in 1953.^* The Winget and Kramer cita¬ 

tions include twenty-six papers by Hall as the senior author and fifteen addi¬ 

tional papers by his students William Domhoff and Robert L. Van de Castle. 

Hall is an often-neglected giant among dream explorers. He objected to 

“physiologizing the dream out of existence”^^ and developed a number of re¬ 

search procedures to study gender, age, and personality differences in dream 

reports through content analysis. 

It seems likely that the second increase was a parallel effect associated 

with the REM/dream studies, which had started to accelerate in the 1960s. It is 

interesting to note that the laboratory-based studies increased rather than 

eclipsed the nonlaboratory studies. A more disturbing note, however, must be 
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added to this picture. A review of the annually published sleep bibliography 

for the years 1978 through 1982 reveals that the average of laboratory and non¬ 

laboratory studies of dream content has declined to a yearly average of 4.6 and 

4.0 papers, respectively.^® Perhaps researchers believe that their present theo¬ 

ries have taken them as far as they can go. If so, the time may be ripe for an¬ 

other major laboratory discovery or theoretical advance. 

The Big Picture 

History does not repeat itself but, as Mark Twain said, it surely rhymes. As 

such, although it may not predict the future, it may help us to understand and 

endure it. Properly used, it can inspire us or lend us appropriate humility and 

protect us from overresponding to the fads and follies of our times. But more 

importantly, history, like paintings, poems, philosophy, and dreams, can en¬ 

rich our research enterprises. v 

This review has demonstrated how major figures or movements, such as 

Aristotle, Cicero, church dogma, and psychoanalysis, have dominated and di¬ 

rected attitudes toward dreams in their time and for years thereafter. It also 

has shown the importance of laboratory work in stimulating dream research. 

In the great flow of time, we can see the watersheds, the eddies and backwa¬ 

ters, and the immovable crags that rise and fall—and rise again. Like tourists, 

we can view, on the shores, those castles and dwellings of abandoned glory, 

comfort, or neglect. And what a mighty and awesome flow it is that we can 

view in the long and mysterious story of the dream !^* 
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TriU Sh amans and 

Tkeir Travels into 

Dreamtime 

Shamans were the first dream workers. As practitioners of re¬ 

ligion and magic, they emerged in tribal hunting, gathering, and 

fishing societies. When tribes settled down and developed agricul¬ 

ture, many of the shaman’s roles were assumed by other practitioners such as 

priests, sorcerers, diviners, and healers.* However, shamanic influences can 

still be found in traditional native medicine as it is practiced today. 

Shamans are men and women who use altered states of consciousness to 

travel into dreamtime, obtaining power and knowledge to help and heal 

members of their society. 

Shamans are able to self-regulate many bodily functions and achieve a 

degree of concentration that surpasses the ability of their peers. They master a 

complex body of knowledge through instruction and direct experience, and 

they are able to apply this wisdom to individual situations in appropriate ways. 

Dreamwork is an integral part of most shamanic traditions. An Arctic ex¬ 

plorer once inquired of an Eskimo acquaintance if he were a shaman. The 

man responded that he had never been ill and had not recalled dreams; there¬ 

fore he could not possibly be a shaman.^ This sentiment is echoed in one way 

or another by inhabitants of many other tribal societies, as is another key con¬ 

cept in shamanic dream working: that if someone could imagine or dream an 

event, that action was considered to be, in some sense, real.^ 

Accounts of dreamtime date back to the cultural myths of many tribal 

societies in which events occur in three zones: the Upper, Middle, and Lower 

Worlds. In these societies’ Golden Ages, people traveled between the three 
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worlds with ease; there was no rigid division between wakefulness and 

dreams. Many of these cultural myths held that a Fall took place, triggered by 

a sin or an arrogant act. The bridge connecting the three zones collapsed, and 

travel between the Upper, Middle, and Lower Worlds became the near¬ 

exclusive privilege of deities, spirits, and shamans.'* 

Other cultural myths tell of an original Great Shaman who was selected 

by the gods and was the holder of incredible powers. The Great Shaman was 

supposed to have been capable of levitation, flying, and bodily transformation. 

These feats were rarely repeated by later shamans, again because human be¬ 

havior had evoked divine displeasure.^ Using illusion and sleight of hand, 

many later shamans attempted to duplicate the feats of the Great Shaman; 

therefore, shamans became the first magicians as well as the first healers, 

dream interpreters, weather forecasters, performing artists, and storytellers. 

Receiving the Call, 

I 

Shamans enter their vocations in several ways: through heredity, unusual 

birth conditions or markings, spirit-mediated recovery from illness, vision 

quests and other rituals, or buying or stealing shamanic power, or by means of 

an initiatory dream. In Okinawa, spirits notify the future shaman through vi¬ 

sions and dreams; many of the recipients who are called try to ignore their 

summons, but eventually succumb to the spirits’ directives. Most shamanic 

traditions take the position that refusal to follow the call will result in a ter¬ 

rible accident, a life-threatening sickness, or insanity. 

Common themes in initiatory dreams are dismemberment, death, and 

rebirth. In one instance, an Eskimo candidate for shamanism went into the 

hills to sleep, dreaming that he was swallowed by a monstrous bear, chewed 

up, and spat out. Eskimo tradition held that this was a call to shamanize. The 

initiation of a shaman in Western Australia consists of being swallowed by a 

serpent, vomited, cut into pieces by older shamans, and revived by their songs. 

Anthropologist Joan Halifax has observed the recurring theme of death and 

rebirth in shamanic art, as in the X-ray-style cave paintings of Paleolithic 

France, the mutilated bodies in contemporary Mexican Huichol yarn paint¬ 

ings, and the death figures on Tibetan shamanic costumes.^ 

Fred Swinney, a Canadian psychotherapist, was camping in an Ontario 

forest when he dreamed about animal predators emerging from the woods 

and devouring him. Awakening in terror, Swinney cast his gaze toward the 

coals of the campfire; just beyond, he discerned two piercing eyes and the large 
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gray form of a wolf Surprisingly, fear gave way to total surrender, just as if 

Swinney had been transformed into a wolf himself Initially resisting the call, 

Swinney eventually took the name Gray wolf and began working with his cli¬ 

ents from a shamanic perspective.^ 

Among several Native American tribes, initiatory dreams contain such 

birds and animals as bears, deer, eagles, and owls. The dream creature (who 

often becomes the sharrvans power animal or totem) typically enables the 

dreamer to incorporate its wisdom and to begin shamanic training. Among 

the Inuit Eskimos, a shaman is called by dreaming about an animal spirit who 

then possesses the dreamer. Upon awakening, the dreamer withdraws from 

society and wanders naked through the land. Eventually, the initiate gains 

control over the spirit, celebrating this victory by making a drum. Dreams 

about deceased relatives are said to mark one’s call among the Wintu and 

Shasta tribes of California. Among the Australian Wirdadthuri, the call to 

heal frequently comes through the dreams of the neophyte’s father or grand¬ 

father. 

Among California’s Diegueno and Luisano tribes, future shamans can 

be selected in childhood on the basis of their dreams. Choctaw Indians believe 

that sick children’s dreams should be observed for signs of shamanic calling. 

Spirits will often seize the souls of these children in the dreams and take them 

to caves, offering them a knife, a bundle of noxious herbs, or a bundle of me¬ 

dicinal herbs. If the child selects the medicinal herbs, this is an indication that 

the child has been called to heal. 

In 1984 I interviewed an Indonesian shaman, Rohanna Ler, at her home 

in Ujung Pandang on the island of Sulawesi. In 1973, when she was about 

thirty, Ler’s son became ill with an eye infection and the local physicians were 

unable to help him. According to Ler, an elderly man appeared in a dream, 

gave her a stone, and told her to apply it to her son’s eyes. Upon awakening, Ler 

found a stone in her bed and her son recovered shortly after she applied it to 

his eyes. Ler also interpreted the event as a call to become a duJ^un, or shaman, 

but her husband, a devout Moslem and a successful automobile mechanic, re¬ 

fused to permit his wife to pursue this activity. 

A year later, a young couple appeared to Ler in a daytime vision, asking 

her why she had not become a dukun. They took Ler outside her house and 

showed her a fire that threatened her husband’s garage. They also gave her a 

ring that purportedly contained healing powers. Upon awakening, Ler shared 

the dream with her husband as well as her concern that his garage might be in 

danger if she did not heed the call. Ler’s husband reluctantly agreed to allow 

her to see clients on two conditions: that she not call herself a dukun and that 
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she not keep the money. Within a few yeats, Ler had become the best-known 

shamanic healer on the island of Sulawesi and was donating her income to 

charity. She used the ring for healing, claiming it was a gift from the two 

spirits. 

Shamanic Apprentices 

The training program for apprentice shamans varies from one part of the 

world to another, but it typically lasts for several years. Usually the apprentices 

will learn their skills from master shamans who teach them nomenclature, 

such as the names and functions of deities, spirits, and power animals; history, 

including the tribe’s genealogy; technology, such as rituals, music, and dances; 

herbology, for example, the difference between plants used medicinally and 

those used for sacred purposes; the location of power places; the identification 

of power objects; tribal mythology; and dream interpretation procedures. 

The apprentice also may obtain knowledge from his or her guiding 

spirits. Anthropologist Ruth Benedict observed that these spirit guides often 

take the form of a bird or an animal, protecting the shamans as they enter po¬ 

tentially dangerous altered states of consciousness and as they visit the Upper 

and Lower Worlds.* The Mohave Indians believe that power and knowledge 

can be imparted by spirits to the initiate in dreamtime, often in the form of 

songs. Sometimes a dream will repeat what the embryo supposedly dreamed 

in the womb or a dream that his father had dreamed years earlier. The Yuma 

Indians take the position that power animals can bestow power songs to 

dreamers. 

Mastery of drumming, dancing, chanting, and singing often is an im¬ 

portant aspect of a shaman’s training. While in Panama City in 1985, I con¬ 

ducted several interviews with Fernando Fernandez, a Cuna Indian shaman 

who lives on Ustopo, the most heavily populated of the San Bias Islands off the 

Panam.anian coast. Don Fernando explained that he was an abisua, or singer. 

Other types of shamans included the inaduledi, or herbalist, and the nele, a di¬ 

agnostician who obtains knowledge from his travels to the Lower World. All 

three practitioners work with guardian spirits and power animals. 

Don Fernando’s training program focused on learning the complex 

Cuna healing songs, the shortest lasting about one hour and the longest (“The 

Song of the Dead”) about fourteen hours. He stated that he has mastered fif¬ 

teen songs, including those used to combat fevers, treat headaches, fight alco¬ 

holism, chase away ghosts, overcome fears, and ease the difficulties of child- 

188 



TRIBAL SHAMANS AND THEIR TRAVELS INTO DREAMTIME 

birth. This last song is used in combination with the ministrations of the 

grandmothers who serve as midwives. Don Fernando also learned how to uti¬ 

lize his dreams to seek advice from Nushu, the most important Cuna healine 
spirit. 

Among the Araucan Indians of southern Chile, the initiate uses dancing 

and drumming to enter the altered state required to scale the Upper World 

and performs as a singer and an instrumentalist immediately after initiation. 

Among Siberian shamans, in contrast, full mastery of the drum is not 

achieved until a certain amount of time has elapsed.® The Tungus initiate 

makes a stick for his future drum, then practices the shamanic chants. In one 

case, it took two years before the initiate had a dream about the reindeer 

whose skin would cover his drum, and it was only after the completion of the 

drum that he was allowed to shamanize. 

Sometimes the training period is quite brief. In the Washo tribe of Ne¬ 

vada and California, the initiate receives power in dreamtime, then is 

awakened by a whistle. The initiate follows the whistle, which changes to a 

whisper that dictates instructions. For example, it might give the command to 

bathe on four successive mornings and treat a sick person on four successive 

nights. If the client recovers from the illness, the initiate s status as a shaman is 

confirmed. 

Dreams and Illness 

Among the Naskapi, a group of Algonquin Indians in Labrador, dreams are 

actively sought by the entire tribe through fasting, dancing, singing, drum¬ 

ming, rattling, sweating, and drugtaking. The Cashinahua Indian shamans 

of eastern Peru also pursue dreams, believing that the more dreams they have 

each night, the greater the power they will accrue. Other members of the 

tribe, however, attempt to reduce the frequency of their dreams, because it is 

held that dreaming interferes with skill in hunting. As a result, the hunters 

may request an herbal preparation that will “calm the dream spirits.” 

In Africa, Zambian shamans believe that they can derive powers of diag¬ 

nosis in dreams, obtaining accurate information about an illness without ex¬ 

amining the client. The Siberian Chuckchee, who incorporate spirits during 

altered states of consciousness, also consider dreams to be a useful way to com¬ 

municate with spirits. Spirit incorporation and out-of-body experience are the 

two major shamanic states of consciousness,*® the latter of which is more 

closely linked with dreams. Australian Unambal shamans believe that their 
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bodies can acquire crystals during a dream and that the resulting luminosity 

can aid their diagnostic abilities. 

The North American Navajo Indians have a set of standard procedures 

they use in the treatment of distressing dreams. Navajo shamans believe that 

unremembered dreams are unimportant but that those that are recalled rep¬ 

resent the traveling of the dreamer s spirit outside the body. The spirit can 

travel through both space and time, sometimes encountering good fortune. In 

such an event, no intervention by the shaman is necessary. But if a future event 

is potentially dangerous, or if a past action has negatively affected the 

dreamer’s relationship with the spirit world, dreamtime will take the form of 

a nightmare. In this instance, the dreamer should reveal the nightmare to a 

shaman as soon as possible. The shaman will explain the dream’s meaning 

and will prescribe either a major ceremony or a protection prayer. Because the 

misfortune might involve other members of the tribe as well as the dreamer, 

there is considerable pressure placed upon the dreamer to perform the recom¬ 

mended prayer or prepare for the ceremony.^* ^ 

Native American Iroquois Indians posit that dreams contain symbols 

that can be interpreted by shamans through a technique resembling free asso¬ 

ciation. The Iroquois believe that the “unfulfilled natural desires” of the soul 

(i.e., the unconscious) are expressed through dreams, but that frustration of 

these dream wishes can result in illness.*^ 

Such dreams provide clues to the Iroquois shaman as to what can be 

done to restore a client’s health. Sometimes the client is encouraged to act 

upon these desires and society-at-large supports what would otherwise be dis¬ 

ruptive behavior. These activities are formalized in a dream festival held an¬ 

nually for three or four days. Geza Roheim has presented a vivid description 

of this festival: 

Men, women, and children would rush about almost naked. Sometimes they 

would have masks or paint. In a state of frenzy they ran from hut to hut smash¬ 

ing and upsetting everything and pouring hot water or cold ashes on the people. 

Each of them had dreamed of something and he would not leave the house till 

somebody had guessed his dream and carried it out in practice. The person in 

question was bound to present the dreamer with the thing he had dreamed of 

for his life depended on obtaining it. But he would not state it in simple words, 

he would hint at it or indicate it by gestures.*^ 

The dream festival also encourages children to ascertain their guiding spirits; 

a man or woman is appointed by each clan to hear children’s dreams. These 

dreams are then related to tribal practitioners whose duty it is to determine 
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the guardian spirits for each dreamer. Similar dream festivals are held by the 

Hurons and the Eskimos, who also believe that dreams can be influenced by 

the conflicts and wishes of waking life. 

There are other shamanic theories that represent sophisticated attempts 

to understand dreams. In Barbados, shamans hold that the source of dreams 

can be found in the memories the dreamer dwells on as he or she goes to sleep. 

As a result, the dreameris unfulfilled desires and unsolved problems both may 

appear in dreams. In the Brazilian Amazon, the Parintinin tribe considers 

dreams so important that they have devised a special grammatical form for 

narrating them. The dream is seen as essential to shamanism and, according 

to Parintinin tradition, everyone who dreams partakes in shamanic power.i'* 

For some tribes, dreamtime is held to reduce vitality rather than en¬ 

hance it. Among the Maricopa Indians, unpleasant dreams are the most com¬ 

mon source of illness, bringing on pains, colds, and diarrhea. Dreams also are 

held to be a primary cause of illness among the Paviotso Indians of western 

North America. Chidren can become ill if their parents’ dreams are unfavor¬ 

able or if bad dreams are experienced by visitors. In either event, shamanic as¬ 

sistance is called for to terminate the course of the sickness. 

In many societies, an important function of the shaman is dream inter¬ 

pretation. The Taulipang shamans of the Caribbean are considered to be ex¬ 

perts in explaining their own dreams and dreams of others. Australian ab¬ 

origine shamans move into dreamtime with great facility to assist tribal 

hunting activities. Shamans among the Northern Yakuts in Siberia conduct 

an evening ceremony using the shoulder blade of a deer, then ask group mem¬ 

bers to pay attention to their dreams. The next morning, the shaman uses 

these dreams for divinatory purposes, not only for the dreamer but for other 

members of the tribe. Diegueno Indian shamans make frequent use of dream 

interpretation to treat their clients; dreams concerning incest are seen as es¬ 

pecially critical. These shamans chew Jimson weed to enhance their dreams; 

if they dream of putting their hands around the world, this is felt to signify all- 

embracing knowledge, the highest degree of wisdom that a dream can 

symbolize. 

Treating Soul Loss 

Shamans exert more control over their altered states (and over the spirit en¬ 

tities they report meeting there) than other magico-religious practitioners. 

Mundurucu Indian shamans, for example, are careful when pursuing the soul 

of a dying client not to venture too far, i.e., not to overstep the boundary of 
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death.Many tribes hold that dreams represent the soul s nocturnal voyage, 

and some believe that the soul is vulnerable to abduction by a sorcerer or an 

evil spirit during nighttime dreaming. In such cases, it is necessary for the sha¬ 

man to search for the soul and retrieve it, often engaging in fierce spiritual 

battles along the way. Among the Kiwai of Papua New Guinea, the souls of 

sick people are in danger of being abducted by malevolent spirits or otherwise 

leaving the body during dreams. Sick people are roused at short intervals at 

night so that they do not oversleep, because it is feared that they might never 

awaken. If the soul does escape during sleep, the shaman turns into a bird and 

attempts to bring it back; failure could mean death. Mota shamans in the 

Banks Islands often are called upon to treat soul theft by ghosts. They make a 

potion of leaves, drink it before falling asleep, and—in their dreams—leave 

their body to attempt to retrieve the lost soul. No one dares disturb the sha¬ 

man, because a premature awakening might cause him to release his grasp of 

the sick persons soul. The Siberian Tungus assume that only one aspect of the 

soul is absent during sleep; the absence of the total soul would be unduly haz¬ 

ardous. Nevertheless, malevolent spirits may enter the body during sleep and 

overpower the remaining aspect of the soul, producing sleepwalking or sleep- 

talking. Like the Tungus, other Siberian groups, such as the Birarcea, the 

Manchus, and the Nanais, have pluralistic concepts of the soul, enabling one 

aspect to be away from the body during dreaming. 

Among some competing Siberian tribes, shamanic rivalries are quite in¬ 

tense. One shaman might try to capture the soul of another during a trip to 

the Upper or Lower World or while the shaman is dreaming or engaging in 

soul retrieval. Battles between shamans often take place in dreams; these may 

take the benign form of artistic competitions or may become duels to the 

death. Siberian Yakut shamans climb a Tree of Life to the Upper World dur¬ 

ing their dreams; perched on the top of the tree is a two-headed eagle, lord of 

all the birds. But the treetop is guarded by the souls of unborn infants, who 

must be pacified. Kung shamans of southeast Africa often encounter malev¬ 

olent spirits in dreams that must be fought or even killed if the shamans are to 

fulfill their mission. 

The Shamanic Imagination 

Because of shamans’ involvement in fantasy and imagination, some scholars 

have concluded that they must suffer from some type of neurosis or psy¬ 

chosis.'^ L. B. Boyer, however, conducted in-depth interviews with Apache 

shamans and administered them the Rorschach Inkblot Technique, conclud¬ 

ing that “shamans are healthier than their societal co-members.” He added. 
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This finding argues against [the] stand that the shaman is severely neurotic 

or psychotic, at least insofar as the Apaches are concerned.'^ Richard Noll 

compared shamans’ experiences in altered states of consciousness with symp¬ 

toms of mental illness found in the third edition of the American Psychiatric 

Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical ManuaD^ On the basis of this com¬ 

parison, Noll concluded that the schizophrenic metapor” of shamanism was 

untenable; any similarities that appeared were superficial, while the contra¬ 

dictions were basic, indicating quite different processes to be at workd^ 

I suspect that shamans, in general, fall into the category of “fantasy- 

prone personalities” identified by S. C. Wilson and T. X. Barber, who reported 

that about 4 percent of the general American population sees visions, hears 

voices, and touches imaginary companions. Dreams play an important role in 

the lives of fantasy-prone individuals; they claim to receive guidance in their 

dreams and even talk to dead relatives or spirits while dreaming. 

The characteristics of Wilson and Barber’s fantasy-prone individuals are 

also the characteristics of many shamans, including their finding that subjects 

with a propensity for fantasy are as well adjusted as the average person. 

Wilson and Barber indicated that the life experiences and skill developments 

that underlie the ability for fantasy are more or less independent of the kinds 

of life experiences that lead to psychopathology. 

Michael Harner, an anthropologist who has written extensively on 

shamanism, warns against taking a reductionistic approach to the dreams and 

visions of shamans. Fantasy productions are nearly limitless in the potential 

scenarios they present, yet the belief systems and techniques of shamans are 

“similar in different parts of the world.”^* It appears that shamans have tapped 

into an important human capacity that was especially useful in the evolution 

of societies, one that still is of value for shamanic communities where the sha¬ 

man is more knowledgeable, more adept, and more potent in dealing with un¬ 

seen powers than anyone else.^^ It is likely that the private dreams and visions 

of shamans not only direct the healing processes of their clients but enrich the 

cultural myths of the community in ways that are socially adaptive. 

Shamans have achieved a degree of concentration beyond the ability of 

the average person. They can sustain exhaustive efforts during healing rites 

that sometimes last for several days. They manifest physical prowess and are 

able to self-regulate many bodily functions. Shamans have mastered a com¬ 

plex body of knowledge through instruction and direct experience; they are 

able to apply this wisdom to individual situations in appropriate ways. There¬ 

fore, it appears that shamans represent not only the oldest profession, but are 

the original professional practitioners endowed by society with the respon¬ 

sibility of understanding dreams.^^ , 
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Like myths, dreams express our inner states of mind. Also like 

myths, they serve both the individual and society. Because dreams 

are fashioned from our wishes and memories, they are par¬ 

ticularly responsive to a culture s values and dynamics. At innumerable points 

along the way from the nighttime experience to the story of the dream we tell 

another person, a dream can change. The ways in which these changes take 

place provide fascinating glimpses into the ways in which we internalize cul¬ 

tural priorities and patterns.' 

Dreams—however they are related—are extremely important in what 

anthropologist A. I. Hallowell called the “behavioral environment” in which 

individuals acquire their basic sense of orientation to the world.^ In this chap¬ 

ter, I shall explore the meanings of dreams in various cultural settings. 

The Dream, the Foreigner, and the Story 

The missionary W. B. Grubb, working among the Lengua Indians of South 

America’s Gran Chaco, was roused from a peaceful slumber by a great com¬ 

motion. Grubb awakened to find Indians standing accusingly over him. 

Breathless, one of them gesticulated to the headman, who then explained to 

Grubb that the breathless man had run over fifty miles to accuse the mission¬ 

ary of stealing a pumpkin from his garden. When Grubb protested that he 

had never set foot in his accuser’s village, the runner said that he had seen 

Grubb steal the pumpkin in a dream, and therefore demanded that Grubb 

duly compensate him for the stolen property. 
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We can presume that as a missionary Grubb wished to be known for his 

generosity, one of the virtues he may well have hoped to teach by example to 

these Brazilians tribespeople. If there had been no hope of being compensated, 

would the native have dreamed of Grubb and run the fifty miles in order to be 

paid? Had Grubb not been a European missionary, would the native have 

dreamed that he stole a pumpkin? And if he did, would he have run fifty 

miles? Whatever the rpeanings of the dream, Grubb, by paying for the 

pumpkin, was forced to behave as though the dream of the runner had not 

been imaginary. We can only wonder what effect Grubbs payment might have 

had on the beliefs in dreams in the village and what happened to subsequent 

missionaries and fieldworkers in the area. 

This anecdote illustrates some key problems in understanding dreams in 

other cultures. First, the foreigner can change the usual context of dream¬ 

telling by his or her very presence. Also the presence of a foreigner can con¬ 

tribute to the dream. I do not know of any anthropologist who has collected 

the dreams that have been about him or her, but such a study would be 

provocative. 

Furthermore, our usual ideas about what dreams can and cannot do sim¬ 

ply do not hold up to scrutiny in other cultural contexts. Finally, the telling of 

dreams is affected by the specific context of teller, listener, and—where 

appropriate—audience. If we lost sight of the fact that a dream, no less than a 

play or a musical performance, is never the same twice, we miss much of the 

wonderment of dreams. As George Devereux and other psychoanalysts have 

observed, fieldworkers inevitably disrupt the field they study.^ That which so¬ 

cial scientists might consider unwanted interference, psychoanalysts have 

forced into an instrument of understanding and therapeutic healing: the 

transference. Because they provide insight into the psychodynamics of infor¬ 

mants and of those one is seeking to know, the feelings and initially in¬ 

comprehensible reactions of the fieldworker as a partner in a relationship are 

indispensable for knowledge of the field situation. They constitute sources 

of understanding for anthropological work just as they do for psychoana¬ 

lytic work. 

Dreams as Religious Experiences 

Nighttime dreams and daytime visions are frequently prized as religious ex¬ 

periences. As such, they confer special powers upon the dreamers, providing 

solace to the injured and good fortune to those who believe. Father Lejeune, 
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an eighteenth-century Jesuit missionary,- writes that for the Iroquois the 

dream is divinely inspired."* Another missionary of that era commented that 

“Dreams are to savages what the Bible is to us, the source of Divine 

revelation—with this important difference that they can produce this revela¬ 

tion at will by the medium of dreams.”^ 

In the anthropological literature of North American Indians, there are 

countless examples of dreams that impelled the dreamer to take action. Fa¬ 

ther Lejeune writes: 

A warrior, having dreamed that he had been taken prisoner in battle, anxious to 

avert the fatal consequences of such a dream, called all his friends together and 

implored them to help him in this misfortune. He begged them to prove them¬ 

selves true friends by treating him as if he were an enemy. They therefore 

rushed upon him, stripped him naked, fettered him, and dragged him through 

the streets with the usual shouts and insults, and even made him mount the 

scaffold. . . . He thanked them warmly, believing that this imaginary captivity 

would insure him against being made prisoner in reality. 

In another example. Father Lejeune tells of a man who dreamed he saw his 

hut on fire and hounded his neighbors until they obligingly burned it down 

for him.^ 

Many ethnographic accounts of North American Indian tribes show that 

wishes expressed in dreams were acted out in some way by the dreamer upon 

awakening—or acted out by others. If, for example, an Iroquois dreams of 

giving a feast, he will arrange to give one when he awakens. This the Iroquois 

called Ondinokj a secret wish of the soul that is expressed in a dream. Indeed, 

Sigmund Freud also maintained that dreams are the expressions of uncon¬ 

scious wishes! 

Several other North American tribes held similar beliefs about the rela¬ 

tion between wishes and dreams. The Yuma believed that a child can only be 

conceived if a man has recently dreamed of some guardian spirit or other 

symbol of potency. Women, for their part, could resist conception by refusing 

to desire a child. The Cherokee believed that if a man dreams he has been bit¬ 

ten by a snake, upon awakening he must follow the same treatment as if he 

had really been bitten, for if the snake bite in the dream had been caused by 

sorcerers, it could become inflamed and even cause death if proper measures 

were not taken upon awakening.^ 

Such Indian tribes as those of the Plains and Eastern Woodlands, the 

lower Colorado River, Central California, and the Northwest Coast believed 
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in guardian spirits. These religious beliefs were largely sustained by dreams. 

The guardian spirits who appeared in dreams granted individuals special 

powers; prowess in war, skill in hunting, and facility in lovemaking.* 

These dreams or visions were regarded as among life’s most important 

experiences. The beliefs in dreams afforded the Indians protection and guid¬ 

ance; as part of their behavioral environment, dreams affected behavior. As 

religious experiences, dreams were allowed to have powerful consequences 

for both tribal and personal identity, as well as for the inculcation of cultural 

values. Cultural attitudes toward dreams, like religious beliefs, are patterned. 

Among some tribes, both past and present, dreamed snake bites are treated in 

reality just as they would have been had they actually occurred. As sociologist 

Emile Durkheim has argued, what has real effects cannot be summarily dis¬ 

missed as simply illusion.^ 

The Vision Quest 

One of the clearest expressions of the patterning of dreams is the vision 

quest.**’ Anthropologist J. S. Lincoln tells of one Menonmini Indian who, after 

fasting for eight days, dreamed of 

a tall man with a big red mouth [who] appeared from the east. The solid earth 

bent under his steps as though it was a marsh. He said, I have pity on you. You 

shall never live to see your own grey hairs, and those of your children. You shall 

never be in danger if you make yourself a war club such as I have and always 

carry it with you wherever you go. When you are in trouble, pray to me and of¬ 

fer me tobacco. Tobacco is what pleases me. Having said this, the dream visitor 

disappeared." 

Such a report is typical of visitation dreams and visions sought by adoles¬ 

cents who, in order to become adults, were required to dream. Among the 

Plains Indians, adolescents went out in search of a dream or vision promising 

the protection of a guardian spirit for the remainder of their lives. They some¬ 

times had to dream a protective song and return to sing it. In contrast, 

Cheyenne men waited until they were adults before seeking visions; if they 

failed, they would fast and inflict wounds on themselves. 

As Wallace notes, for the Mohave “all special abilities of funds of knowl¬ 

edge were to be had by dreaming and by dreaming alone.”*^ When European 

explorers and settlers appeared with rifles, these new weapons had to be 

197 



DREAMTIME AND DREAMWORK 

dreamed into the creation myth, the soutce of all knowledge of their world.'^ 

Dreams were the one topic of which the nearby Yuman tribes of the Gila 

River constantly talked, the most significant aspect of their lifed'* As Last Star 

succinctly said, “Everyone who is prosperous or successful must have dreamed 

of something. It is not because he is a good worker that he is prosperous, 

but because he has dreamed.”*^ All powers—whether leadership, physical 

strength and courage, or skill in conceiving children, singing songs, and ob¬ 

taining information clairvoyantly—could only be obtained through dreams. 

Shamanic Initiation Dreams 

The English work shaman is derived from the Tungus term saman, meaning 

“inner heat,” perhaps referring to the internalized magical and spiritual 

powers of these Siberian “masters of ecstasy.”*^ Because of the similarities be¬ 

tween shamanism in those areas and in the ^Americas, the Pacific, and 

elsewhere, the term shamanism is now used to designate these practices wher¬ 

ever they may occur. 

Shamans rarely select themselves; they are called into the profession in 

ways that are culturally determined. Dreams are a common form of the call. 

Often, the dreamer is reluctant to acquiesce but becomes convinced that there 

is no alternative, as an account from the Paviotso tribe indicates; 

When Rosie’s father had been dead about eighteen months, she started to dream 

about him. She dreamed that he came to her and told her to be a shaman. Then 

a rattlesnake came to her in dreams and told her to get eagle feathers, white 

paint, wild tobacco. The snake gave her songs that she sings when she is cur¬ 

ing. . . . Now she dreams about the rattlesnake quite frequently and she learns 

new songs and is told how to cure sick people in this way.*^ 

In Siberia, shamans have initiation dreams that follow clear patterns. 

Often, exhibiting symptoms of odd behavior or illness, they dream of being 

whisked off to the sky. In their sleep, their body is carried off to faraway 

places, then torn from limb to limb. Their bones may be torn from their joints 

and their eyes from their sockets, and the fluids may be drained from their 

bodies. Then all the parts are reassembled and the new shaman, to whom this 

dismemberment is explained by spiritual beings, is reborn.** 

The Buriats of Siberia pattern their shamanic visions in a similar way 

but maintain that the initiate is cooked as well as dismembered. Teleut women 

198 



ANCIENT AND NATIVE PEOPLE’S DREAMS 

become shamans only after dreaming that their bodies are cut up by unknown 

men and boiled in a large pot. According to a Yakut informant, the shamanic 

initiate dreams of being mutilated by a black devil, after which a lance is 

thrust through the head and the jawbone is cut off. An Avam Samoyed initiate 

claims he was carried to the underworld. Coming to a mountain pass, he en¬ 

countered a man tending a kettle on a blazing fire. The man grabbed him 

with a hook, cut off his head, minced his body, and put the entire mass into a 

pot to boil for three years. Finally, the man fished out what he could find, 

forged an iron head for the new body, found bones floating in a river and 

pieced them together, covering it all with new flesh, then sent the new shaman 

on his way. During his journey back, he met spiritual beings who taught him 

curing techniques. Then he awakened, and shortly thereafter he began sha¬ 

manizing.*^ 

Similar dreams and visions of dismemberment followed by rebirth or 

renewal are common in various parts of South America and the Pacific. 

Among the Dyak of Borneo, the manangs (Dyak shamans) report dreams of 

their heads being cut off and their brains being removed and washed so that 

they can think clearly. Similarly, Australian aborigine shamanic initiates envi¬ 

sion their bodies being cut up and their viscera replaced. 

In many shamanic calls, dreams play a central role, and the telling of the 

dream becomes the form in which the community hears of the call and evalu¬ 

ates it. For Australian aborigines. The Dreaming, or dreamtime, constitutes 

an eternally present life principle, a mythic source of life that must be sus¬ 

tained and renewed by human activities. Rituals and ceremonies allow the 

dreamtime to be present in religious belief and daily practice. Knowledge of 

ones world thus depends on dreamtime, somewhat like Plato’s world of ideal 

forms. As with the Mohave, dreams are a source of knowledge; but in Aus¬ 

tralia there are even more links between time, dreams, and the mythic ances¬ 

tors. The Australian aborigines believe that dreamtime is a historical princi¬ 

ple that organizes time and space, that it was created by the mythical ancestors 

at the beginning of things and can be tapped through dreaming.^** 

Gates of Ivory and Gates of Horn 

For my purposes, I am considering as dreams nighttime dreams, hypnagogic 

imagery, drug-evoked visions, waking reveries, and anything else that gets 

told as a dream.^* Among native people, dreams often are a kind of shorthand 

for experiences in which contact with spiritual beings is made; thus they are a 
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potentially religious experience. They Become techniques of ecstasy forged 

into a narrative by the individual who experiences them, are told to others, 

and are acted upon. Dreaming is among those techniques by which mortals 

enter into relations with superhuman beings. The word ecstasy is derived 

from the Greek root ekstasis, meaning “to stand outside oneself.” This is pre¬ 

cisely what the dreamer often is believed to do in a dream, particularly when 

the body stays behind and the soul wanders.^^ 

Visions, I have argued, can be conveniently considered as truthful 

dreams, a category found in many cultures.^^ Dreams raise precisely the same 

questions concerning their truth and falsehood as do the data from sense im¬ 

pressions. And since truth and falsehood are cultural categories, the preoc¬ 

cupation with truthful dreams has strong cultural roots. In the Western tradi¬ 

tion, it reaches back to the ancient Greeks, who expressed the wish that 

certain dreams be clear, God-sent, and responsive to human suffering and 

supplications. Truthful dreams, by their very nature, involve divine responses 

to human needs, even when the dreams reveal sickness or misfortune. 

For the Greeks of the Homeric period, dreams passing through the 

Gates of Ivory were “true,” in contrast to the “false” dreams that passed 

through the Gates of Horn. Gates remind us of the best-known gatekeepers of 

them all: St. Peter, who screens aspiring souls waiting to be admitted to 

Heaven, and the Greek deity Chiron, who ferries the souls of the dead across 

the River Styx and keeps track of admissions into the lands of the dead. 

In all societies of which we have any knowledge, ideas about the dead 

have been profoundly influenced by the cultural notions of dreams and what 

happens during sleep. Generally speaking, there are two kinds of belief: either 

the dead come to visit, or the living wander to the other side. Such beliefs mir¬ 

ror those about dreams: either the soul goes wandering in sleep, leaving the 

body behind, or spirits come to visit the soul in the sleeping body. 

Truthful dreams were often associated by the Greeks with a sense of 

clarity. In contrast, confusing or disjointed dreams passed through the Gates 

of Horn—the realm of mortals rather than of deities—and were not trust¬ 

worthy. Recognizing truthful dreams depended on special faculties: purity of 

the soul, second sight, and other avenues for discernment. However, message 

dreams, such as those we find in ancient Mesopotamia and Greece, depended 

primarily on the dreamer’s social station; only shamans, chiefs, prophets, and 

members of the royalty and clergy could obtain direct communication from 

deities. Ordinary humans could not obtain these badges of political and re¬ 

ligious power. 

When I was working in Morocco, for instance, my field assistants 
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pointed out to me repeatedly that ruya (truthful dreams) were the manifesta¬ 

tions of inner purity and required leading a saintly life. They were conceived 

as the rewards of a good person; Allah would not send them to the heathen.2'' 

There is a certain circularity about these beliefs: powerful men and women 

have true dreams because they are favored by Allah, and Allah’s grace and 

favor is in turn demonstrated by their political or religious prominence. Hav¬ 

ing true dreams is a sign of election. However, some other traditions held that 

high station sufficed to qualify for knowledge from the other world. 

Anthropologists and sociologists writing in the nineteenth century as¬ 

sumed that native (or so-called primitive) religion arose through dreams and 

visions and, further, that dreams provided the concepts on whch ideas about 

the soul were based. Psychologist Wilhelm Wundt went so far as to propose 

that dream images produced the notion of an eternal soul. 

Sex, Dreams, and Demons 

Even though the rationalist tradition shies away from using the soul concept, 

cultural mythology is laden with stories of dreamed sexual unions with deities 

and other superhuman beings. Merlin supposedly was born from the union of 

Charlemagne’s daughter (a nun) and an incubus, or demon. Other people sup¬ 

posedly born from such unions were Alexander the Great, Plato, Scipio Af- 

ricanus, William the Conqueror, and the entire population of Cyprus 

Western tradition holds that sexual intercourse with demons disguised 

to make themselves seductive is a cause of possession. Initially these demonic 

spirits appear to be friendly, desirable, and seductive; then they turn into mon¬ 

strous beings whose lasciviousness knows no bounds and who thoroughly rav¬ 

ish the unsuspecting dreamers. Among the Dyaks, infants who die are be¬ 

lieved to have been carried off by incubi who have had intercourse with their 

mothers in dreams. The shaman must pursue these unseen creatures and do 

battle with them in a public ritual. 

Demonic possession is common throughout Africa, the Mediterranean, 

and many other areas. When the dreamer awakens dramatically out of sorts, 

or when an individual engages in uncharacteristically negative behavior, a di¬ 

agnosis of possession is often given. Therapy consists of persuading the demon 

to leave, or in forcibly expelling, or exorcising, it. 

In Morocco, thousands of people make yearly pilgrimages to sanctuaries 

in search of cures for these dream illnesses. Here, as in the temples once dedi¬ 

cated to the healing deity Asklepios in the Greek world, dreamers await the 
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dream that is to cure them, either by indicating that the patron saint (or other 

holy person) of the sanctuary has evicted the demon or by directing a course of 

action that will be therapeutic. The acting out of commands believed to be 

provided in these dreams resembles the acting out of dreams by such past and 

present tribes as those in Siberia, North America, and the Pacific. 

Inner and Outer Worlds 

As we have seen, all cultures have their own notions of inside and outside, 

ideas about orientation with respect to dreams in which superhuman beings 

play important roles. In other words, dreams are equally necessary in the for¬ 

mation of concepts and experiences of both self and society. 

Often, dreams are thought to be conditions in which the soul goes out¬ 

side the body, or in which a spirit ventures inside the dreamer. Dreams passing 

through the Gates of Ivory and the dreams sent by God or Allah are all com¬ 

munications from divinities who respond to the wishes of mortals. These 

dreams validate political or religious power, provide instructions for healing, 

or answer questions posed by individuals or by groups. In Christian belief, 

there is a dichotomy between rationally clear, God-sent dreams and those that 

are demonic or Satan-sent. In Islam, however, this dichotomy is somewhat 

mitigated by the cult of saints who can send dreams and by the far greater va¬ 

riety of powerful demons. 

What the natural state of the dream may be is hard to determine, just as 

we cannot really know the status of our natural body—our physical state 

stripped of decoration, garb, and social concept. It is obvious that unadorned 

nakedness does not mean the same thing in the Nubian desert as it does on the 

London or New York stage. There is always a cultural context for nudity; 

therefore there can never be any such thing as a natural category of nudity, 

which is no more a natural category than a dream. 

We necessarily assign meanings to perceptions of this illusively natural 

state. As a result, neither our perceptions of dreams nor our perceptions of 

nudity can ever be purely natural. Both are influenced by our cultural values. 

As Shakespeare wrote (in The Tempest, IV:i), we are indeed such stuff as 

dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with sleep. Reclaimed and 

recreated as illusions from the inchoate world of forgotten impressions, 

dream stories are fleeting and evanescent. Yet they do complete our lives, a 

third of which is spent in sleep. 

Experiences in dreams are “re-membered,” assembled again just as arms 
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and legs members might be put back on a body. This dream experience is, 

furthermore, so private as to be impossible for anyone but the dreamer to re¬ 

member. Once remembered, however, it can be brought into the social world, 

reborn (somewhat like the Siberian shaman), and told as a story—a story of 

feeling states, of wishes, and of relationships. Dreams bear the marks of the 

dreamer s personality: his or her age, gender, social class, education, priorities, 

and lifestyle. As Freud observed, dreams reflect “the events and experiences of 

[ones] whole previous life.” We dream of what we have sensed, seen, said, 

wished, and done. Especially in dreams “do the remnants of our waking 

thoughts and deeds move and stir within the soul.”^^ And since this is so, 

dreams are no less dependent upon cultural values, patterns, and processes 

than are the activities of human experience that are carried out in waking 

consciousness. 
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The first frontier to be explored in this section is that of the dreaming human 

brain. The findings of neurobiology have sparked a lively debate about the in¬ 

herent meaning or randomness of dream content. 

There are many physiological theories about how dreams are evoked in 

the brain, but I consider neuropsychiatrist J. Allan Hobsons model an elegant 

description that is firmly rooted in laboratory data. His book The Dreaming 

Brain is a monumental work that is carefully crafted and skillfully argued.' 

Simply put, Hobson contends that dreams are tales told by the brain to make 

sense of the random neural firings that accompany sleep cycles. Even though 

few visual or motor messages from the outside world enter during REM sleep, 

the higher-level neurons (in the cortex’s visual-motor area) are stimulated by 

messages sent by the brain stem and act as if they are getting those messages 

from the external environment. The eyes are closed and the muscles are vir¬ 

tually paralyzed during REM sleep; thus, the ensuing activity must be inter¬ 

nally rather than externally generated. The brain stem also activates the lim¬ 

bic system, the brain’s emotional center, so dreams often are marked by strong 

feeling tones. The brain’s pain, taste, and smell centers are rarely activated, so 

few dreams are characterized by these sensations. 

Hobson’s chapter summarizing his theory is somewhat technical for this 

book, but it is quite articulate considering the ground he must cover. As 

Robert C. Smith points out in his chapter, despite his rigorous scientific ap¬ 

proach Hobson is not opposed to the search for meaning in dreams; in fact, he 

maintains that dream metaphors represent high-level associations that “pack 
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lots of material into an economical unit.”^ But Hobson doubts that dreams 

focus on hidden meanings, because the dream begins when signals from the 

lower brain hit the higher brain, which then tries to produce a more-or-less 

continual narrative. His model suggests that dreams create meaning, pulling it 

from the dreamer’s experiences, memories, and life issues. This stance is rem¬ 

iniscent of that of the existential philosophers; like them, Hobson mandates 

the necessity of making sense of experience and creating meaning. It is as if 

the dreamer takes a lump of clay (the random signals) and creates something 

from it. 

On the other hand, psychologist Gordon G. Globus takes an existential 

stance that differs from Hobson in his superlative hooV. Dream Life, Wake Life, 

a classic in its decade. Globus sees dreaming and wakefulness as equally viable 

ways of being. Human existence is, at heart, a creative movement that is pretty 

much the same across its dreaming and waking phases.^ Globus’ book pays 

special homage to psychiatrist Medard Boss, a leading existential thinker who 

once made a wry comment on laboratory sleep research: 

The findings from sleep research are certainly highly interesting in their way, 

and even necessary. But they tell us almost nothing about what they are sup¬ 

posed to represent. Not one of them brings us a single step nearer to an explana¬ 

tion of dreaming as a unique mode of human existence.^ 

Boss suggests that dream images and dream experiences should be accepted in 

their own right, on their own terms, with respect for their unique feeling tone 

and with a minimum of translation. He treats dreams as texts or narratives 

that make dreamers aware of their possible life choices. 

Globus also notes the contributions of David Foulkes, wbo sees dream 

texts as cognitive plans for dealing with more-or-less randomly activated 

memories.^ Dreams can be meaningful and symbolic, but they are not pre¬ 

planned, encoded messages that need to be “translated” the way a linguist 

would work with a foreign language. Foulkes believes that the dream is 

knowledge-based and “bound to reflect some of the ways in which the 

dreamer mentally represents his or her world.”® Where Globus takes issue 

with Foulkes is the extent to which bizarre intrusions in the dream are ran¬ 

dom or meaningful. Foulkes holds that they are often random, the result of 

neurologically evoked memories stimulating a planned scenario; Globus con¬ 

tends that the dream’s bizarre shifts and changes are usually meaningful, a 

case of the planned scenario reaching for the most easily obtainable memories 

to continue the story. 
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Hobson and Globus share many points of view, and I also find these posi¬ 
tions congenial with my own viewpoint. Globus sees the dream process as the 

fundamental creative action inherent in the human condition; Hobson views 

the brain as so determined to find meaning that it creates dreams out of ran¬ 

dom signals. Both take most dreams primarily on their own terms, rather 

than looking for hidden meanings that represent censored desires that have 

been festering for years of even decades. However, Globus takes exception to 

Hobsons assertion that an REM-sleepy dreamer simply “makes the best of a 

bad job,” finding those memories that “best match” the sensations evoked by 

random neural firing and using these images as a giant inkblot into which 

meaning is injected. Hobson observes that dreams even can be induced by 

stimulating the neurons chemically. Once again, the dreamer would insert a 
meaningful story into the resulting images. 

Globus agrees with Hobson on certain points, such as that dream images 

are neurologically based. Random neural firing turns on a switch and activates 

a mechanism. However, unconscious wishes and fears could well take advan¬ 

tage of this random stimulation and emerge fullblown once the appropriate 

memory is initiated. Simply because neural firing initiates a dream does not 

mean that it is necessarily responsible for \x.% continuation? 

From my vantage point, there is a critical difference between these two 

dreamworkers. For Globus, the essence of dreams is not random but mean¬ 

ingful. There is a whole that enfolds all meanings, and the meaningful dream 

is unfolded from it in a formative creative act. The debate, then, is basically 

between randomness and fullness. Hobson and Globus’ differences result, in 

part, from their working from different levels of the brain/mind system. As a 

laboratory researcher, Hobson focuses on the mind’s brain; as a clinical re¬ 

searcher, Globus focuses on the brain’s mind. Both agree that dreams have 

meaning, but Hobson’s meaning is more immediate, whereas Globus’ has 

deeper roots. 

Additional research studies will help us to decide which emphasis is jus¬ 

tified. In the meantime, we can gain satisfaction that dreams are being taken 

seriously by scientists and that models of great ingenuity are being advanced to 

explain their function, a quest originally begun by Freud, which has become 

increasingly sophisticated and scientific. 

According to Globus, Freud’s great achievement was his realization that 

dreams are the meaningful expressions of an individual’s unconscious mind. 

Jung identified the healing dimensions of dreams, and Boss the existential 

stance. A biological correction was added by Aserinsky and Kleitman, who 

discovered the association between RFM sleep and dreaming. A cognitive 
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dimension was added by Foulkes; LaBerge added lucid dreaming and its im¬ 

plications for creativity.® 

I believe that Hobsons research provides factual support to the innately 

creative nature of the dream process and that Globus gives dreaming a unique 

philosophical dimension. Thanks to these two dreamworkers, it is apparent 

that, in addition to everything else, dreams are a royal road to the human con¬ 

dition. As Globus observes, once we make our existential choice and decide to 

remain in the world (rather than releasing ourselves from it), we face a chal¬ 

lenge to develop the possibilities of our being alive.^ One of our greatest re¬ 

sources in this task is our potential for imagination and creativity—our ability 

to see what we are and what we can become and our capacity to make wise de¬ 

cisions that will leave our world a better place than it was when we arrived. 

The role of dream life in articulating these visions and anchoring them in 

waking life is assuming greater recognition by both scientists and laypeople. 

This recognition was a long time in coming. The Society for Psychical 

Research, founded in Great Britain in 1882, was the first major organization 

to attempt the scientific study of experiences that were not easily explained by 

existing models of the human being. Among the topics investigated were hyp¬ 

nosis, multiple personalities, out-of-body experiences, near-death experi¬ 

ences, lucid dreaming, and parapsychological phenomena. 

One by one, most of these topics have passed into the scientific main¬ 

stream. In 1913, psychiatrist F. W. Van Eeden published a lecture on lucid 

dreaming that he had delivered to the Society for Psychical Research. Not 

only did Van Eeden coin the term, but he described some of his own experi¬ 

ences. Many years ago I read a reprint of his work, as well as the book Lucid 

Dreams by British psychophysiologist Celia Green,* • but was told by sleep 

“experts” that it was impossible for dreamers to be aware that they are dream¬ 

ing. Nevertheless, I ran across descriptions of lucid dreaming in Tibetan Bud¬ 

dhist texts and even began having lucid dreams myself. In the 1970s, another 

British investigator, Keith Hearne, and an American psychophysiologist, 

Stephen LaBerge, independently discovered that lucid dreamers could com¬ 

municate with the outside world by moving their eyes in a predetermined pat¬ 

tern while in the middle of a lucid dream, and thus a new frontier was crossed. 

The second chapter in Part Six contains psychiatrist Robert C. Smith’s 

insightful portrayal of dreams that can be used as an “early warning system” 

for dreamers, providing them with information about impending health 

problems. Franklin Galvin and Ernest Hartmann propose some creative 

therapeutic strategies using lucid dreaming to deal with nightmares. Next, 

Jayne Gackenbach presents provocative evidence concerning the capacity to 
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dream lucidly. Linda Magallon and Barbara Shor contribute a fascinating ac¬ 

count of shared dreaming. Most shared dreams can be explained on the basis 

of the proximity of the two (or more) dreamers who have similar dream con¬ 

tent, but not all. Nor can some dreams about future events be casually at¬ 

tributed to coincidence, previous information, or faulty dream recall. Jon 

Tolaas’ chapter on psychic dreams is a brilliant characterization of a puzzling 

topic that some timid dre/mworkers disregard, despite its potential capacity 

to expand our knowledge of human consciousness. Tolaas provides sensible 

guidelines for dreamers who suspect that their dreams are telepathic, clair¬ 

voyant, or precognitive. 

The experiments that Montague Ullman and I conducted at Mai- 

monides Medical Center attempted to put these claims to the test. For exam¬ 

ple, Malcolm Bessent, a British sensitive, was well known for his purported 

dreams about the future. In 1969 we attempted to explore whether or not he 

could dream about a waking life experience that we would arrange for him 

after his night of dreaming was over. When Bessent was awakened after his fi¬ 

nal REM period, a different experimenter selected a random number that di¬ 

rected him to a list of dream images appearing in a book written by Calvin 

Hall and Robert Van de Castle.*^ An experience was created around the ran¬ 

domly selected image. 

One morning, the image “parka hood” was randomly chosen by a toss of 

dice, and the experimenters had an hour to prepare a post-sleep experience 

based on the image. When Bessent left the soundproof sleep room, he was 

taken to an office draped with sheets (to resemble snow). As he inspected a 

photograph of an Eskimo wearing a parka hood, an ice cube was dropped 

down his back. Several hours earlier, Bessent had dreamed about ice, a room 

in which everything was white, and a man with white hair. His dreams on 

each of the eight nights of the study were congruent with the following morn¬ 

ing’s experience, and outside judges were able to match the correct dream 

with the correct post-sleep experience with an accuracy that was statistically 

significant.*^ 

Bessent returned the following summer for a similar experiment, but 

one in which the controls were even tighter. For example, a dozen experiences 

were “packaged” by an experimenter who left for Europe shortly after he 

selected the props and wrote the instructions. Again, a team of EEG special¬ 

ists put Bessent to bed and collected the dreams. Another experimenter 

selected a number randomly and picked the sealed container to which it cor¬ 

responded. Outside judges (without knowing the correct match) were able to 

detect traces of the post-sleep experiences in Bessent’s pre-experience dreams. 
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and their judgments again yielded statikically significant results, indicating 

that coincidence was highly unlikely.*'* 

One night Bessent had several dreams about birds, one of which he re¬ 

ported as 

just water. ... A few ducks and things. It’s fairly misty, but there are quite a lot 

of mandrake geese and various birds of some kind swimming around in rushes 

or reeds. ... I just have a feeling that the next target material will be about 

birds. 

The following day, in a darkened room, Bessent sat before a screen and 

watched several dozen slides of birds—in the water, in the air, and on the 

land—while an accompanying tape played bird calls. 

What was the reaction of mainstream science to these two experiments.'^ 

A book titled Anomalous Psychology dismissed them, stating that Bessent had 

been “primed” before going to sleep with pictures and music. It concluded, 

“The receiver was an English ’sensitive,’ but it is obvious that no psychic sen¬ 

sitivity was required to figure out the general content of the picture and to 

produce an appropriate report.”*^ Psychologist Irvin Child remarked, “The 

correct sequence of events was quite clearly stated in the . . . original research 

report. . . . This erroneous reading . . . could easily have been corrected by a 

more careful rereading.”*^ The authors in question never apologized for their 

mistake, nor was it mentioned in the reviews of their book written by main¬ 

stream psychologists. 

Some skeptics criticize the study of anomalous dreams, stating that these 

accounts support magical thinking and irrationality. However, our group at 

Maimonides, as well as most parapsychologists with whom I am acquainted, 

fully support the scientific method. I consider these dreams natural, not super¬ 

natural, and normal, not paranormal. So little rigorous work has been con¬ 

ducted with anomalous dreams that the mechanisms of their operation are 

currently unknown. At least a dozen possible explanations have been pro¬ 

posed, ranging from models based on quantum physics to those evoking geo¬ 

magnetic fields.*^ 

Montague Ullman, for example, believes that REM sleep is a natural 

arena in which creativity is at play. Dreams tend to arrange information in 

unique and emotionally related ways. They depart from rational thought, 

grouping images together in bizarre associations and making liberal use of 

metaphor in constructing the dream story. As a consequence, new relation¬ 

ships emerge that sometimes provide a breakthrough for a waiting and ob- 
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servant mind. Dreams serve a vigilance function, like a sentry alerting the 

dreamer to whatever may intrude into dream consciousness.** 

Ullman’s vigilance theory of dreaming posits that during REM sleep, the 

dreamer scans not only the internal environment but also those aspects of the 

external environment that he or she can perceive by anomalous means. Dur¬ 

ing sleep, hunters and gatherers were vulnerable to attack. Contemporary hu¬ 

man beings respond to sylnbolic threats, rather than to physical dangers. Yet 

vigilance still operates, and REM sleep, perhaps because of its linkage to a 

primordial-danger-sensing mechanism, provides a favorable state for anoma¬ 

lous communication.*^ 

Ullman’s theory is not incompatible with Hobsons proposal that, during 

REM sleep, the brain is activated internally by random neural firing from 

lower brain centers that stimulate higher brain centers. For Hobson, the 

dream results from a knitting together of these neurologically evoked memo¬ 

ries and images.^** I would propose that the random nature of this neurological 

firing provides an opportunity for parapsychological effects to operate, influ¬ 

encing either the portions of the cortex that are stimulated or the images that 

are evoked. 

In Ullman’s vigilance theory, however, the consciousness that produces 

the dream narrative reflects recent emotional residues and explores these resi¬ 

dues from an historical perspective, connecting them to the past and project¬ 

ing them into the future. Ullman implies that there is a collection of dream 

stories waiting to be told, while Hobson suggests that dream narratives are 

created “on the spot.” But psychic anomalies could enter both types of dream 

production, either finding their niche in a carefully constructed metaphorical 

tale that contains an emotional linkage to the anomalous element or filling a 

gap in a story that is creatively but haphazardly composed to make sense of a 

barrage of randomly evoked images. 

While research results slowly accumulate and while theoretical proposi¬ 

tions are tested, the database on anomalous human experiences slowly grows. 

The founders of the Society for Psychical Research would be pleased to ob¬ 

serve that most of the phenomena they studied finally have been taken 

seriously by social and behavioral scientists. Someday the study of psychic 

dreams will be granted respect and recognition as well. 
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J. Allan Hobson 

D reams an I J tke B ram 

Xo the extent that psychoanalytic dream theory is derived from 

an outmoded neurobiology, it is in need of revision on historical 

grounds alone. Our new theory challenges the psychoanalytic idea 

that the many meaningless aspects of dream mentation are the result of an ac¬ 

tive effort to disguise the meaning of unconscious wishes, which are in turn 

postulated to be the driving force of dreaming. Many new and important find¬ 

ings in neurobiology allow us to account for exactly the same processes that 

Freud studied, but in more accurate and economical ways. Our exploration of 

the neurobiological basis of dreaming constitutes a key aspect of mind/brain 

interaction and a model approach to the study of mental illness. In addition, it 

has yielded important clues to a better understanding of the brain’s role as the 

basis of consciousness. 

Freud’s Concepts 

Freud’s ideas about the nervous system, and the mind that it allegedly sup¬ 

ported, were dependent upon external energy and information. Such a system 

was highly vulnerable, because it was subject to invasion (by energy from the 

outside world) and the constant threat of disruption (by the internally stored 

energy that could only be discharged in motor action). 

These ideas became crystallized in Freud’s concept of the dynamically 

repressed unconscious and were carried into his dream theory as the tendency 

for unconscious wishes to erupt during sleep, when the repressive forces of the 

ego were relaxed. For Freud, the nervous system was constantly in need of 

checks and balances to deal with the threat of disruption from within and 

without; his whole concept of psychic defense is related to this erroneous view 

of how the nervous system actually operates. 
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I am not saying that the concept of defense is in itself erroneous, only that 

the weight that is placed upon it is excessive. If the nervous system has its own 

means of producing energy, it is very likely to have its own means of regulat¬ 

ing this energy. Accordingly, if it has its own means of creating information, it 

is likely to have its own means of regulating information. And if it is protected 

at every sensory-input gateway by transforming mechanisms, it is intrinsically 

immune to overload from the outside world. This property is particularly evi¬ 

dent in newborn human infants, who simply “tune out” when they are either 

overloaded or not ready to process external information. 

Modern sleep research has clearly demonstrated the elaborate, intrinsic 

mechanisms of “state” control. In other words, a change in the brains state 

while asleep causes a change in the dreamer s mental state. We now know that 

sensory input can be internally controlled so that even the transforming 

mechanisms do not operate alone to protect the system from overload. Three 

features of the modern conception of the nervous system—its intrinsic plas¬ 

ticity, auto-regulation, and creativity—^give us a very different set of operating 

principles upon which to construct a scientific psychology, including a mod¬ 

ern theory of dreaming. This model depicts a nervous system that can turn it¬ 

self on and off, regulate the flow of internal information in diverse ways, and 

control external information s access to the system. 

The Activation-Synthesis Hypothesis 

There are several principles that my colleagues and I have put to use in con¬ 

structing what we call the activation-synthesis hypothesis of dreaming. In con¬ 

trast to viewing dreaming as the result of an uprush of normally repressed en¬ 

ergy, our model sees dreaming as the preprogrammed running of an internal 

system. All energy and information are intrinsic to this system. There is no 

need for the system to discharge information or downgrade information (al¬ 

though it could do both). Thus, the bizarre features of the dream are seen as 

naturally associated with the mode of operation of the system during dream¬ 

ing sleep, and there is no need for a mechanism that would transform information. 

Since the system is capable of selecting what computer scientists call the 

“store” or “no-store” modes, there is no need to postulate an active energy¬ 

consuming mechanism for the re-storing of dream material in the uncon¬ 

scious. It can simply be the “no-store” mode that is “unremembered.” 

Freud held that wishes and repressed desires caused dreaming; our view 

is that brain-stem mechanisms during sleep cause dreaming. Once these 
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mechanisms trigger REM sleep (and dreaming), wishes may be expressed and 

may even shape dream plots, but they are in no sense causative of the dream 

process. Our reciprocal-interaction hypothesis proposes that REM sleep oc¬ 

curs when “REM-off” neurological activity in the brain stem has reached a 

low enough level to allow the inhibited “REM-on” neurological system to es¬ 

cape from its control. At tjiis point, our activation-synthesis hypothesis takes 

over, proposing that dream elements derive from a synthesis of information 

produced by activation of the brain’s motor-pattern generators and sensory 

systems. This internal information is linked and compared with information 

about the organism’s past experiences, making the best possible fit of intrin¬ 

sically chaotic data produced by the automatically activated mind/brain. 

Like other subjective experience, dream material tends to be organized 

by the linguistic faculty of our mind/brains. Thus, we conclude that dreams 

are not the result of an attempt to disguise wishes but are a direct expression of 

a synthetic effort—that is to say, the brain is first internally activated and then 

synthesizes this information to form the physiological patterns of the dream 

experience. One’s memories are scanned for images that will match these in¬ 

ternally generated patterns. 

Characteristics of Dreams 

The activation-synthesis hypothesis holds that stimuli are generated within 

the central nervous system and are processed as if they came from the outside 

world. The waking function of the neurons involved is sensory-motor inte¬ 

gration; their expression during sleep provides the signals from which 

dreaming takes its form. During REM sleep (the state from which most 

dream reports are obtained), brain-stem neurons activate the brain and gener¬ 

ate rapid eye movements, as well as various sensory-motor activities and as¬ 

pects of the affective system that regulates emotions. 

Therefore, dreaming is a distinctive mental state that occurs periodically 

in normal human sleep. Typical dream reports include such psychological fea¬ 

tures as: 

1. formed sensory perceptions (akin to hallucinations); 

2. cognitive abnormalities (akin to the cognitive inconsistencies and uncer¬ 

tainties that characterize delirium and dementia); 

3. uncritical acceptance of all such unlikely phenomena as real (akin to 

delusions); 
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4. emotional intensifications (akin to those seen in panic anxiety); and 

5. amnesia (akin to that seen in organic syndromes). 

These five remarkable features of dreaming have invited a comparison 

to psychotic states of mind occurring during waking in certain clinical condi¬ 

tions, especially the schizophrenic, manic-depressive, and organic psychoses. 

In this respect, a scientifically sound dream theory could form a solid base for 

psychiatry as it attempts to develop a specific pathophysiology. It might also 

supply the current missing link between its phenomenology and the new 

psychopharmacology. 

Dreams are characterized by vivid and fully formed hallucinatory imag¬ 

ery, with the visual sensory domain predominant. Auditory, tactile, and 

movement sensations are also prominent in most dream reports. Compared 

with the intense involvement of these sensorimotor domains, taste and smell 

are underrepresented, and reports of pain are exceedingly rare despite the in¬ 

volvement of dreamers in frightening and Wen physically mutilating 

scenarios. This sensory profile suggests that specific physiological systems are 

activated (or inactivated) in specific ways during REM sleep. 

The simplest and most direct approach to the correlation of dream men¬ 

tation with the physiological state of the brain in REM sleep is to assume a for¬ 

mal isomorphism between the subjective and objective levels of investigation. 

By isomorphism I mean a similarity of form in the psychological and phys¬ 

iological domains, often referred to as the “mind/brain isomorphism.” For ex¬ 

ample, it may reasonably be assumed that subjective experience of visually 

formed imagery implicates activation of the central visual system in a manner 

similar (if not identical) to that of the waking state. 

Other details of psychophysiological correlation are assumed to obey the 

same general law. For example, the vivid sensation of movement is assumed to 

be related to patterned activation of the motor systems and those central brain 

structures subserving the perception of position of the body in space. When 

we look at the psychological level, it is found that powerful, highly coordi¬ 

nated excitatory processes are recordable in the oculomotor, vestibular, and 

visual sensory centers. 

Once so activated, the mind/brain synthesizes or constructs a unified 

conscious experience (the dream) by comparing the internally generated sig¬ 

nals to perceptions, actions, and emotions in its memory bank. The rules of 

synthesis are as yet poorly worked out but involve such complex organiza¬ 

tional processes as language (given the narrative structure of reports) and non¬ 

verbal symbolic operations (given the dream s elaborate scenarios), which are 
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presumably a function of “higher” brain centers. The state of the art in corti¬ 

cal psychophysiology is so primitive even in the waking state that one must re¬ 

main at least as vague and promissory in discussing dreaming. This is due to 

the fact that during REM sleep the mind/brain is off-line (input independent), 

movement free (output independent), and hence operating on its own terms. 

For once, we can safely agr^e with Freud s assertion that dreams are the “royal 

road” to a scientific understanding of consciousness. 

Mechanisms of Activation and Synthesis 

To be fully adequate, a psychophysiological hypothesis of dreaming has to ac¬ 

count for several processes. 

Activation. The brain has to be turned on and kept internally activated to sup¬ 

port dream mentation throughout the REM sleep episode. Our hypothesis 

holds that a possible mechanism could be the activation of a set of sensori¬ 

motor circuits that ordinarily serve an inhibitory function. 

Input blockade. Input from the outside world to an internally activated brain 

has to be prevented in order for sleep and the illusion of dreaming to be main¬ 

tained. According to our hypothesis, this could be accomplished in two ways. 

One would be the inhibition of neurons that, during wakefulness, relay infor¬ 

mation throughout the brain stem and thalamus. The second mechanism for 

excluding sensory input would be occupying the higher levels of sensory cir¬ 

cuits with internally generated messages. 

Output blockade. The internally activated brain also must quell motor outputs 

so as to prevent the disruption of sleep by the enactment of dreamed motor 

commands. This could be accomplished by the inhibition of a set of motor 

neurons in the spinal cord and brain stem. By these processes, the brain would 

thus be made ready to process information arising from within, to exclude 

data coming from without, and to refrain from acting upon the internally 

generated information. 

Internal signal generation. It remains to provide the activated but disconnected 

brain with internal signals, which it then processes as if they came from the 

outside world. This could occur, at least in part, by a mechanism intrinsic to 

brain activation: the reciprocal interaction of certain sets of neurons in the 
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brain stem. In most mammals, including the human being, the so-called PGO 

waves {P for pons, G for lateral geniculate, and O for occipital cortex) present 

themselves as candidates for an internally generated information signal aris¬ 

ing at the level of the pontine brain stem. In association with eye-movement 

activity, strong pulses of excitation are conducted by reticular pathways to the 

thalamus and radiated via independent pathways to the visual and association 

areas of the cortex. 

It is now known that these PGO waves are generated by cellular activity, 

which faithfully replicates the directional aspects of generated eye movements 

at the level of the brain stem. Thus not only is internal information generated, 

but this information has a high degree of spatial specificity. According to our 

hypothesis, the auto-activated and auto-stimulated brain processes these sig¬ 

nals and interprets them in terms of information stored in its memory. 

Synthesis: the weah^ linl{ in the logical chain. The major shortcomings of this the¬ 

ory are related to state-of-the-art limitations ih knowledge regarding so- 

called higher brain functions. One way to proceed may be to identify impor¬ 

tant state-to-state differences in cognitive function and look to the brain for 

working hypotheses about the basis of the differences. 

For example, although the basis of the cognitive disturbances occurring 

in dreaming is not understood, it is tempting to see these failures as perhaps 

related to the cessation of activity in various sets of neurons. An arrest of cer¬ 

tain types of neuronal activity would affect the entire brain, including the ce¬ 

rebral cortex, by depriving it of a tonic modulatory influence normally present 

in waking. I speculate that this influence may be essential to attentional pro¬ 

cesses, including the capacity to organize information in a logical and co¬ 

herent manner and to achieve the full self-awareness that gives waking con¬ 

sciousness perspective and insight. 

A final caution. I must remind the reader that this activation-synthesis model 

of dreaming, and the reciprocal interaction theory of sleep-cycle control on 

which it is based, are both incomplete and controversial. They represent 

linked working hypotheses about the fundamental physiology of sleep and the 

way in which that physiology may help us to understand unique features of 

the dream process. The attribution of automaticity to the control system and 

the features of randomness in the information-generation model should not 

be taken to exclude the constructive nature of the synthetic process carried out 

by the dreaming brain. By definition, the mind/brain of each dreamer is 

obliged to make as much sense as possible of its internally generated signals as 

the adverse working conditions of REM sleep permit. 
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Thus, the dream product of each individual may reveal both important 

concerns and unique stylistic psychological features. As a result, dreams may 

be worthy of scrutiny when one reviews life strategies. However, our theory 

ascribes these cognitive properties of dreaming to unusual operating features 

of the internally activated, auto-stimulated brain during REM sleep. This is 

the heart of the theory, apd I hope to have convinced readers of at least the in¬ 

vestigative value of the new approach—even if I may have failed to convert 

them to all of the specific claims of the activation-synthesis hypothesis of 
dreaming. 

Mind/Brain Isomorphism 

Freud was convinced that the scientific explanation of mental phenomena 

must ultimately involve physiology and biochemistry. Even in abandoning his 

earlier “bottom-up” approach for the “top-down” approach of psychoanalysis, 

he never gave up this ideal. I would like to propose some concepts that might 

serve to support a more supple and versatile mode of inquiry—one that could 

be both bottom-up and top-down. This mode of inquiry, which is called mind! 

brain isomorphism, assumes the same similarity of form across the domains of 

mind and brain that Freud anticipated in his work. A strategic emphasis is 

placed on the investigation of states of mind and brain, particularly the mind 

state of dreaming and the brain state of REM sleep.' 

I believe that the current state of knowledge limits the isomorphist ap¬ 

proach to the most approximate, global, and statistical correlations of vari¬ 

ables from the several levels at which states are assessed. If we take dreams as 

our starting point, we must then focus on the formal level of analysis, leaving 

to the indefinite future the analysis of content (in all its narrative and syntacti¬ 

cal richness). We thus aim at an interpretation of dreaming (as a universal 

mental process) rather than an interpretation of dreams (as individual mental 

experiences). 

A single example may help make the point. It is necessary and sufficient 

for the isomorphist to know that well-remembered dream reports describe 

color and that the common supposition that dreaming is colorless {i.e., “black 

and white”) is an incorrect inference related to the problems of recall (an 

after-the-fact memory defect). This means that no state-specific change in 

higher-order visual processing need be evoked—or sought—in developing a 

physiological state correlate for dreaming. Rather, a state-dependent change in 

memory is to be postulated and its neuronal correlate sought. 

By contrast, it is neither necessary (nor even helpful) for the brain/mind 
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isomorphist to know the incidence, in reports, of the words red, yellow, or 

chartreuse, since the higher-order physiological correlates of such specific de¬ 

tails are unlikely to be state-dependent (or discovered in the near future). Of 

course, if all color reports were chartreuse, or if a primary color were absent, 

we would sit up and take notice; thus this type of content analysis is not always 

useless. 

The choice of level that is likely to be fruitful in a state-to-state correla¬ 

tion is thus governed by the scientific maturity of work in one or both of the 

states under consideration. This limitation is severe in the case of all mental 

states, including dreaming, and for most physiological states, except perhaps 

REM sleep, which may now be the most completely defined mammalian state 

at the behavioral and neuronal level. In this case, it is thus the level of knowl¬ 

edge of the neuronal state of REM sleep that directs the contemporary-state 

isomorphist to the appropriate psychological level in the study of dreaming. 

That level is the formal level, and it involves a qualitative and quantitative as¬ 

sessment of the distinctive information-processing tharacteristics of the state. 

Having observed certain formal features of the brain state in REM sleep, 

the mind/brain isomorphist then moves from the bottom-up to ask if there is 

an isomorphic set of formal features of the mind state in dreaming. Con¬ 

versely, the presence of distinctive formal features of the mind state in dream¬ 

ing directs a top-down quest for isomorphic features in the brain state of 

REM sleep. Such an approach already has proven useful in several studies of 

dream form. 

Studies of dream movement. These investigations have revealed the ubiquity of 

movement in dream reports and its possibly distinctive character. Dream re¬ 

ports from subjects in REM sleep never seem to be static, but they often are 

static in waking life, as they almost always are when in non-REM sleep.^ 

There is a superabundance of curved, circular, or spiral trajectories in dream 

reports.^ The former data appear to reflect the physiological finding of intense 

central-motor-system activation during REM sleep, and the latter resemble 

the stereotyped motor patterns that issue from certain natural and experi¬ 

mental changes in the brain’s motor system. 

Studies of dream sensation. These data reveal a graded representation of sensory 

modalities ranging from loo percent (vision) to o percent (pain) in laboratory 

reports."* While we do not know how to quantify exactly the isomorphic brain- 

state function, we would expect system activation to be very high in the case of 

vision and very low in the case of pain, both of which are the case. 
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Studies of dream bizarreness. These data have revealed that this distinctive psy¬ 

chological attribute is composed of incongruities, discontinuities, and uncer¬ 

tainties in the domains of dream plot, dream character, and dream action. 

Further, an analysis of the underlying cognitive processes reveals major de¬ 

fects in orientation, attention, and memory similar to those seen in organic 

syndromes.5 External input differentiation, parallel channel activation, and 

disenablement of memory systems are candidate isomorphic brain dysfunc¬ 

tions, The psychological data thus confirm many of the predictions of physiol¬ 

ogy and advance the isomorphist argument to a new plane. 

These studies illustrate the utility of the mindAirain isomorphist ap¬ 

proach and demonstrate the value of the activation-synthesis model of dream¬ 

ing, whose experimental development utilizes both bottom-up and top-down 

approaches. While the data cannot be said to disprove the Freudian hypoth¬ 

esis, they offer a simpler, more straightforward explanation of dream phe¬ 

nomena. 

Therefore, the activation-synthesis hypothesis proposes that dreams re¬ 

sult from attempts by the higher brain centers to make sense of cortical stim¬ 

ulation by lower brain centers. Dreams take the stimuli produced by these 

dream generators and use the images as story material. Any number of psy¬ 

chological functions can be superimposed upon the process—integrating 

daytime experiences with those memories already stored away, allowing the 

dreamer to deal with upsetting ideas and events, addressing ones unsolved 

problems, and coming up with tentative solutions. Dreaming in relation to 

REM sleep provides us with a remarkable mirror of our inner selves, but it is 

basically a neurobiological process. And the nature of this process must be 

honestly faced by those who attempt to work with dreams and the informa¬ 

tion they provide.^ 
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Robert C. Smith 

Traumatic Dreams as an 

Early \V4rnmg of 

H ea Itk ProU ems 

The meaning of dreams has appeal to many people, most of 

whom strongly believe that dreams do, in fact, have some signifi¬ 

cance. It is an often surprising and sometimes distressing fact that 

there are few research data to substantiate this belief; that is, there is no 

known technique to determine specific meanings of dreams from a scientific 

standpoint.' 

With Freud s seminal work, highlighted by publication of The Inter¬ 

pretation of Dreams at the turn of the century,^ the subject of dreams became a 

major issue for science. His wish-fulfillment theory was only the first of many 

well-formulated theories of meaning to be subjected to scientific scrutiny.^ 

The various, often competing theories seemed to hold promise that one of 

them would answer the age-old question of meaning, and previously inacces¬ 

sible recesses of the mind were postulated to harbor important information. 

Then came the let-down. These rich, far-reaching theories were never 

tested for their accuracy,"* and as untested theories accumulated over the years, 

other scientists became concerned about the lack of data to support them. This 

culminated in the general perception that there was no scientifically verifiable 

meaning of dreams and, unfortunately, that the discipline itself lacked scien¬ 

tific rigor.^ It was not until the middle of the century that a small group of 

scientists, heralded by the work of Calvin Hall,^ began to systematically 

study dreams. A core of investigators, some contributors to this book among 

them, gradually formed and developed as their overriding aim the scientific 

understanding of dreams. 
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TRAUMATIC DREAMS AS AN EARLY WARNING 

The first goal of this chapter is to address some general research consid¬ 

erations for a scientific understanding of the meaning of dreams. For present 

purposes, the meaning of actual dream content (such as references to separa¬ 

tion or sex) will be our only focus. Next, my own research will be reviewed 

briefly. It provides some initial experimental evidence that allows us some 

hope that dream content rnay, after all, have meaning. This work has, in addi¬ 

tion, led to a theory of the meaning of one type of dream content, dreams with 

references to death and separation. The theory, its implications, and its poten¬ 

tial practical application will then be addressed. 

Considerations for Studying the Meaning 

OF Dream Content 

Science dictates that theories be supported by research data.^ In designing re¬ 

search about the meaning of dream content to the dreamer, there are two im¬ 

portant but sometimes confusing issues. First, the research must focus on 

dream content itself. If a theory proposes a meaning of human dream content, 

the research will not be effective with a focus on other dimensions of dreams. 

For instance, although rapid-eye-movement (REM) states are associated with 

dreaming, specific dream content is rarely a concern in these studies. Accord¬ 

ingly, despite extensive research productivity in this area, studies of REM 

physiology have not produced an understanding of the meaning of human 

dream content.® 

Secondly, when an investigator focuses on the content of the dream, the 

study design must next evaluate a relationship of the content to some impor¬ 

tant overall dimension of the dreamer as a person. That is, to show that con¬ 

tent has meaning, the research must necessarily relate it to meaningful aspects 

of a persons life, typically at a behavioral or holistic level, such as life, death, 

joy, interpersonal relationships, problem solving, or personal growth. Con¬ 

versely, the investigator also must recognize that how the dream content was 

formed is not germane to the research question of what meaning it may have.^ 

Although how the content is formed is an important question, this research 

does not consider the relationship of the content to the whole person in his or 

her life context; rather, it often considers only how isolated, fragmentary di¬ 

mensions of experience, such as day residue, might be related to production of 

the content. Thus, in a like fashion, studies on dream formation have not an¬ 

swered what the content of dreams means to the dreamer.'® 

Both distinctions are important, b^ecause failure to find the meaning of 
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dream content by studying REM physiology*' or in studies of dream forma¬ 

tion is predictable.'^ They are addressing questions different from the mean¬ 

ing of content. Although considerable careful work has been done in each of 

these areas, relatively little systematic work has been done in evaluating the 

interest of this chapter, the meaning of dream content itself.'^ 

This discussion leads us to explore what a satisfactory study might look 

like. It would first identify some type of content that a scientist theorized to 

have meaning. The investigator would then predict that this content would be 

related to a carefully selected measure important in human affairs.''* For in¬ 

stance, if the investigator wanted to test Jung’s compensatory theory (that 

dreams contain information not recognized consciously),'^ he or she might 

predict that dream content of orderliness would be associated with disorderli- 

ness in the conscious, waking state as shown, for example, through a careful 

interview. Thus, the dream content would be used to predict an important 

later-determined nondream event. 

Biological Meaning of Death/Separation Dreams 

In a group of hospitalized medical patients, many had death and separation 

(traumatic) dreams. When the patients were followed up after hospitaliza¬ 

tion, men with death dreams and women with separation dreams had a worse 

prognosis; they had more deaths, rehospitalizations, and complications than 

their hospital mates, who, nevertheless, appeared to have been as sick while in 

the hospital.'^ Two examples follow. 

A sixty-two-year-old man was hospitalized with weight loss, indiges¬ 

tion, and jaundice. He was found to have cancer of the pancreas and was read¬ 

mitted several times during the next year. The following excerpt is from a 

dream with many death references that occurred one week before the first ad¬ 

mission. 

My brother and I visited our old hotise . . . , and mother was there in her cas¬ 

ket. It was all blac\ except for a weird glowing red stripe end-around. She tried to 

get out, but then fell bac\ and seemed to disappear; she was a goner for sure now. 

We took^ her to the cemetery and almost got lulled ourselves in a flood on the way. 

There weren’t many people there. Dad was dead for years. . . . 

A forty-five-year-old woman was admitted because of recurrence and 

spread of breast cancer. She died six months later, after several readmissions. 

Excerpts of a dream of separation ten days before the first hospitalization 

follow: 

/ can’t find my husband. He’s never gone this long. I \eep searching. / miss him. 
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Then a strange dog comes in. 1 worry about Betsy, our cat, but cant find her. I’m 

more lonely and call my daughter, hut she’s not there. She lives in California and I 

never get to see her anymore. . . . 

This was the first evidence in the research that traumatic dreams might 

be markers or warnings of severe underlying medical disease. These studies 

were flawed, however, because they were retrospective; that is, they started 

with the prognosis and locked backward in time to see what the earlier dream 

content of the patients had been. If there had been such a warning in dream 

content, a more rigorous test would have been to start with death/separation 

references, make a prediction about severity, and then obtain measures of 

severity to determine whether the prediction was correct. 

Such a study was conducted,** using a different population of patients; a 

group undergoing cardiac catheterization for potential but not yet determined 

heart disease. Cardiac catheterization is a commonly performed diagnostic 

test in which tiny catheters are inserted into the heart to learn about its struc¬ 

ture and function. We predicted that the more traumatic dreams there were, 

the more severe would be the patients’ heart disease at catheterization. These 

patients were selected because a more objective measure of disease severity 

than prognosis was available during catheterization: a measure of the amount 

of blood pumped from the heart with each beat, the so-called ejection frac¬ 

tion, which falls as heart function declines. Although this measure is non- 

behavioral and less than optimally holistic, it is nevertheless the most sensitive 

measure of severity of heart disease and, therefore, of great importance to sur¬ 

vival for the patients. Patients in the study ranged from having normal to 

severe heart disease by this measure. In brief, the prediction was confirmed: 

the greater the number of death (for men) and separation (for women) dream 

references, the more severe the heart disease; in other words, the more refer¬ 

ences, the lower the ejection fraction. 

Thus, the original observation that traumatic dreams were associated 

with more severe biological disease was supported. This time, however, it was 

predicted in advance, and a more objective measure of severity was used to 

show the accuracy of the prediction. Because these dreams were associated 

with severe underlying disease, it can be said also that traumatic dreams 

served as a marker or warning of this dysfunctional state. 

PSYCHOLOGICIAL MEANING OF DeATH/SEPARATION DREAMS 

In a seemingly unrelated area, there was not only a plethora of traumatic 

dreams, but also support for the proposal that these dreams were markers of 

serious underlying dysfunction. It had been observed by many researchers 
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that some unharmed survivors of war catastrophes had similar traumatic 

dreams. In contrast to survivors without these dreams, these patients with 

“shell-shock,” post-traumatic stress disorder,*^ or traumatic war neurosis^** 

have serious psychological abnormalities, as shown by careful psychiatric in¬ 

terviews and well-constructed questionnaires.^' In addition to traumatic 

dreams, they exhibit severe anxiety and depression, constant replaying of the 

catastrophic event, and often severe disability. It thus can be said, as with the 

cardiac patients, that traumatic dreams mark or signal significant underlying 

disturbance but, in this instance, of psychological rather than biological 

origin. 

Therefore, a similar circumstance of severe underlying dysfunction oc¬ 

curs in conjunction with traumatic dreams. Is there any way to relate these 

seemingly disparate areas.? Scientists and others often have divided the hu¬ 

man being into component parts, such as mind and body, for the sake of sim¬ 

plifying a complex subject. Although helpful in some circumstances, when 

considering the whole person, this artifical distortion can obscure and mask 

reality.^^ Our concerns about the meaning of dream content fall into this cate¬ 

gory. However, by reuniting the mind with the body, we find that these pre¬ 

viously dissociated areas can be joined into one statement—the proposed 

warning theory. 

A Warning Theory of Meaning for Death/Separation Dreams 

The warning theory indicates that traumatic dreams are associated with more 

severe underlying dysfunctions of the dreamer, whether biological, psycho¬ 

logical, or both.^^ These dreams, by definition, serve also as markers of this 

state of serious general, or organismic, distress. Conversely, dreams without 

traumatic references may reveal a better, more highly integrated function of 

the human organism.^'' The data indicate that death/separation references and 

their corresponding levels of underlying disease severity exist on a continuum. 

Thus, the more traumatic the references, the more severe the dysfunction.^^ 

The persistence of traumatic dreams indicates a continued threat as well 

as a failure to heal or resolve the offending problem (severe biological or psy¬ 

chological insult). Conversely, the disappearance of traumatic references from 

an otherwise active dream life indicates healing, restitution of bodily or psy¬ 

chological integrity, and resolution or removal of the stressful precipitant.^^ 

For a theory to be useful, it must lead to logical predictions with which 

to test its scientific credibility. It is proposed for the next stage of research that. 
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if traumatic dreams warn of serious underlying disruption of any type, there 

will be some response to the warning, such as telling someone else about the 

dream, going to see someone about it, or changing something in one’s life as a 

result of it. These are testable predictions, and the occurrence of a response, 

whether ultimately useful or not, would help confirm the theory. Moreover, if 

the response proved useful for example, if the action it prompted led to resolu¬ 

tion of the stressful precipitant—the theory would be expanded from a purely 

warning theory to a warning/adaptive one.^^ 

Why death references are more common among men and separation 

references among women can only be speculated upon. There is some evi¬ 

dence that men as a group respond in more individualistic, aggressive ways 

than women, who, as a group, respond in more interpersonal, other-directed 

ways.^* Such data are compatible with death and separation as markers of 

serious distress in men and women, respectively. Moreover, death and separa¬ 

tion are not dissimilar concepts, one often implying the other and each used 

frequently to define the other. 

Also we can only conjecture why death/separation references serve as 

warnings in the first place. Perhaps the child learns early to associate death/ 

separation themes with severe distress. These anxieties occur at very early 

phases of development and they also are regularly reinforced through 

powerful sociocultural influences at an early age. It is suggested that, with this 

rich heritage, themes of death/separation are called forth at subsequent times 

of severe distress and that, as this is done, they come to signal newly occurring 

stress to the organism.^* 

Once again, we can only guess how the severity of distress is communi¬ 

cated to as-yet unknown mechanisms of dream formation^^ and how it results 

in the proposed warning dreams of death/separation. It is intriguing to postu¬ 

late that some neurological or chemical mediator could be involved. Such 

potential changes are not only obvious in those with severe heart disease, but 

distinctive physiological changes also have been shown in patients with 

post-traumatic stress disorder.^^ 

Other Theoretical Considerations 

As emphasized already, the study of the meaning of dream content should 

concern the whole person under some meaningful life circumstance. This 

approach is consistent with systems theory and other holistic and phe¬ 

nomenological approaches.^”* It is further consistent with the rich dream theo- 
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ries of the past^^ insofar as they were derived from work with individual pa¬ 

tients and their real-life problems. This holistic approach to dreams has been 

particularly apparent in those psychotherapeutic circles where the dream has 

been central to understanding the patient.^^ 

In addition to the monumental work of Freud, there are other influences 

from the psychoanalytical movement on the proposed warning theory. Abra¬ 

ham Kardiner noted long ago, when others favored working with a patient s 

more common neurotic dreams, that traumatic dreams also were important.^^ 

He clearly recognized that traumatic dreams were associated with severe dys¬ 

function of the dreamer, at biological as well as psychological levels. The pro¬ 

posed warning theory, in reality, is scarcely more than a systematic rendition 

of what Kardiner said over fifty years ago with the benefit of more sys¬ 

tematically obtained data to support it. 

The warning theory of death/separation dreams also is consistent with 

the work of Hans Kohut and his revolutionary ideas of “self-psychology,” a re¬ 

cent, more holistic theory of understanding the psyche.^* Kohut was another 

product of the psychoanalytical movement who found traumatic dreams of 

interest. His understanding of traumatic dreams as indicating a fear of dis¬ 

solution of the self, which he called “self-state,” is consistent with the holistic 

concept of organismic dysfunction developed here. 

How does the warning theory relate to other theories of meaning of 

dream content? In addition to having a research data base, it differs in that it 

addresses traumatic dreams rather than typical neurotic dreams that have 

been the focus of most theorists. Thus, because it concerns a different type of 

dream, it is not incompatible wth other theories. That is, the various 

theories—such as wish fulfillment, compensatory, and problem solving— 

concerning psychoneurotic dreams could still apply in less severely ill popula¬ 

tions, while traumatic dreams would represent an additional meaning when 

patients experienced serious distress.^® For instance, someone with neu¬ 

rotically based erotic dreams would be understood by wish-fulfillment theory 

to have unmet erotic desires; if this patient also exhibited traumatic dreams, it 

would indicate additional severe psychological distress. Thus, in addressing 

different dream material, the warning theory is not incompatible with exist¬ 

ing theories of meaning in dreams. 

As emphasized at the outset, the warning theory addresses different, 

more holistic subject material than most psychophysiological theories and 

cognitive psychological theories about dreams and dreaming. In addressing 

the meaning of dream content to the whole person of the dreamer, we are not 

concerned with the more reductionistic questions about how the dream is 
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formed, how information is processed, or what the physiological correlates to 

the dream content are.'*® It is essential to emphasize that these topics, although 

not germane to the meaning of dream content per se, are equally important to 

fully understanding dreams and sleep.'" Thus, the seminal ideas of Foulkes 

about the processes of dream formation,'*2 of Hobson and McCarley about the 

activation-synthesis hypothe^sis,'*^ and of Crick and Mitchison about “reverse 

learning,”'*'* for example, are not incompatible with the warning theory. Once 

again, they address different questions. 

Practical Applications of the Warning Theory 

It is important to emphasize, in considering how we might use this informa¬ 

tion, that dreams of death/separation do not predict death or separation liter¬ 

ally. Rather, these references should be considered as danger signals, as a red 

flag for the dreamer s potential benefit. They almost exclusively will be danger 

signals of underlying psychological distress, which is far more frequent than 

serious physical disease. Moreover, when traumatic dreams reflect serious 

physical states, there is almost always other evidence of severe disease. Thus 

traumatic dreams should not provoke concern about underlying medical or 

surgical problems in otherwise healthy people. The emphasis here on physical 

disease (as with hospitalized medical patients) was largely for tactical reasons. 

It was already known that severe psychological dysfunction was attended by 

traumatic dreams, but it had not been prospectively established that they also 

were associated with severe physical disease states. To support the theory, evi¬ 

dence in the latter area was required, leading to the research. 

We can now consider briefly the implications for someone experiencing 

traumatic dreams due to psychological distress. These dreams probably indi¬ 

cate that the person is under severe stress from some cause that may include 

psychiatric disease. Although the source of the stress may be evident, this is 

not always the case. The dreamer is advised to attempt to correct this source if 

it can be identified. If the dreamer is successful, as is sometimes the case, the 

warning signal will disappear from the dream and the dreamer will usually 

be happier and healthier. The persistence of traumatic dreams suggests either 

misidentification of the precipitating stress or, more likely, failure to satisfac¬ 

torily resolve it. 

In the latter circumstances or when the stress that is producing the trau¬ 

matic dreams cannot be identified initially, these dreamers often can benefit 

from discussing both the dream and other aspects of their lives with a psycho- 
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therapist, sympathetic friends or groups, or members of the clergy. It is doubt¬ 

ful, in my mind, that working on the traumatic dream directly, to interpret the 

traumatic references or to somehow try to make them go away, is of any value. 

Interpreting and working with other dreams, however, can be attempted. To 

be most successful, though, the work should focus on two nondream dimen¬ 

sions of the dreamer s waking life: recognizing its stressful aspects, and acting 

to correct the stress. 

In this manner, traumatic dreams could have a very adaptive, growth- 

promoting effect on the dreamer. When successful, dreamers and their coun¬ 

selors should expect some apprehension in the dreamer, but usually this will 

reflect that the dreamer is enthusiastic, engaging in new activities and behav¬ 

ing in improved ways. Traumatic dreams can thus promote self-awareness 

and the process of adult growth and development. There should, however, be 

no expectation of deterioration or dysfunctional developments in the dreamer 

during this process. Along with persistence of traumatic dreams, deteriora¬ 

tion in the dreamers original state is an indication for professional help. 

Moreover, evidence of depression, severe anxiety, disordered thinking, sub¬ 

stance abuse, prominent psychosomatic symptoms, or other emotional diffi¬ 

culties at any time, before or after work on the dream, is an indication for im¬ 

mediate professional attention. 

This chapter has reviewed research data and a theory that indicates that 

dreams with traumatic references warn of the presence of severe dysfunction 

in the dreamer, which is usually psychological but occasionally biological 

(physical) in origin. This is not in conflict with prior theories of the meaning 

of dreams, because it concerns a different type of dream. Because it addresses 

different questions from the ones asked by dream physiologists and cog¬ 

nitively oriented dream psychologists, it does not conflict with their findings. 

The warning theory is based on a systems approach to science, relies on 

the contributions of psychoanalysis for its conceptual support, and derives 

from empirical data. In addition to the implications for its clinical use as a 

growth-promoting warning signal, it is important because it reflects some of 

the first experimental data that dream content itself may have meaning. 
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Terrors 

Xo Sigmund Freud, the nightmare was an annoyance, a stumbling 

block to his development of a theory of dreams as wish fulfill¬ 

ments. He first tried to include nightmares in his general view by 

suggesting that they represent the fulfillment of superego wishes—wishes for 

punishment.' Freud was not satisfied with this view, however, and he later 

suggested that certain nightmares, especially traumatic nightmares, represent 

a repetition compulsion—a primitive tendency of the mind to repeat what has 

been experienced.^ Theodore Lidz, when studying traumatic nightmares, 

proposed that these dreams could be understood as a wish for punishment, as 

Freud first suggested, but also as an “ambivalent wish for death”: both the 

wish for death and the wish to escape it.^ 

The manifest fear of death figured prominently in a childhood dream of 

Freud’s. It is the first of three dreams we present to illustrate how the night¬ 

mare has heralded momentous change in the lives of three noted dream- 

workers. 

In his discussion of anxiety dreams near the end of The Interpretation of 

Dreams, Freud presented us with the only dream from his childhood to be 

found in his published works and letters.'' “A true anxiety-dream,” he called 

it, “from my seventh or eighth year.” This dating is of special import in 

Freud’s life because it “starts-—spiritually—the gestation period of a new and 

original thought.”^ Of this dream, Freud wrote: 

It was a very vivid one, and in it I saw my beloved mother, with a peculiarly 

peaceful, sleeping expression on her features, being carried into the room by 

two (or three) people with birds’ beaks and laid upon the bed. I awoke in tears 
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and screaming, and interrupted my parents’ sleep. ... I remember that I sud¬ 

denly grew calm when I saw my mother’s face, as though I had needed to be re¬ 

assured that she was not dead. ... I was not anxious because I had dreamt that 

my mother was dying. . . . The anxiety can be traced back, when repression is 

taken into account, to an obscure and evidently sexual craving that had found 

appropriate expression in the visual content of the dream.^ 

Some thirty years after he dreamed this, Freud submitted the dream to 

interpretation. Through the associations he presented, it appears that he re¬ 

vealed both his incestuous wishes toward his mother and his fear of castration 

as a consequence of sexual excitement aroused by witnessing the primal scene. 

A related fear was that his mother would bleed and die as a result of sexual re¬ 

lations.^ The “obscure and evidently sexual craving” giving rise to this dream 

was, it seems the essence of Freud’s own Oedipus complex. The dream her¬ 

alded a startlingly new psychological theory. 

The second dream is from the first chapter of Carl Jung’s autobiography. 

Memories, Dreams, Reflections. The earliest dream that Jung remembered was 

one from between ages three and four, “a dream which was to preoccupy me 

all my life,” he recorded. In the dream, he “was paralyzed with terror” and 

“awoke sweating and scared to death.” It was a dream of encountering a huge 

phallus standing on a magnificent throne in an underground chamber of 

hewn stone and hearing his mother’s voice call out; “Yes, just look at him. 

That is the man-eater!” For many nights afterwards the young Jung was 

afraid to go to sleep. The dream haunted him for years, and in old age he 

wrote: 

Through this childhood dream I was initiated into the secrets of the earth. 

What happened then was a kind of burial in the earth, and many years were to 

pass before I came out again. Today I know that it happened in order to bring 

the greatest possible amount of light into the darkness. It was an initiation into 

the realm of darkness. My intellectual life had its unconscious beginnings at 
that time.* 

The third terrifying dream was recorded in a modern sleep laboratory, 

and it heralded scientific change in the entire community of dream workers. 

This dream helped to establish the link between rapid eye movements and 

dreaming—a link that launched the scientific investigation of dreams in the 

early 1950s. As a graduate student in Nathaniel Kleitman’s laboratory at the 

University of Chicago, Eugene Aserinsky observed the rapid eye movements 

made by infants during sleep. In pursuing this phenomenon, he attempted to 
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find correlations between these movements and both physiological and psy¬ 

chological functions. He spoke years later about this early period in a follow¬ 

up discussion on somnambulism and stated: 

For a long time I was not sure whether those eye movements were associated 

with dreaming. Finally, one night when the polygraph pens showed deflections 

indicating either eye movements or instrument generated artifacts, I decided 

that the time was proper to make a direct visual observation of the subject’s eyes. 

However, all of a sudden the pens practically went wild and almost went off the 

carriage. Well, I dashed into the sleeping chamber to see what had happened, 

turned on the lights, and saw the subject, a medical student, lying there, making 

some mumbling noises while his eyes, although closed, were moving vigorously, 

violently in all directions. I awakened him and he told me that he had a night¬ 

mare from which he felt he couldn’t awaken. . . . Well now, this episode more 

or less convinced me that dreaming, or at least this nightmare, was associated 

with rapid eye movements.® 

Distinguishing Nightmares from Night Terrors 

Based on the pioneering work of Kleitman, Aserinsky, and William Dement, 

other researchers'® have established that there are two important and very dif¬ 

ferent phenomena that can wake us in a fright during the night: the night ter¬ 

ror and the nightmare. 

The night terror is an abrupt awakening early in the night, most often 

within the first hour or two of sleep, and usually occurring during stage three 

or four (deep, slow-wave) sleep. This awakening is most often accompanied by 

sweating, body movements, and a sudden scream or cry for help as the sleeper 

wakes in terror. Particularly with children, the physical movements may be¬ 

come intense and even continue into a sleepwalking episode. When night ter¬ 

rors were observed in the sleep laboratory, pulse and respiratory rates some¬ 

times doubled during the thirty seconds or so involved in these awakenings. 

The night terror has been called a disorder of arousal and can be considered a 

minor abnormality in the brain’s sleep-wake mechanisms." 

When asked about the experience, the sleeper either does not remember 

the night terror or simply recalls waking in fright, heart pounding, and not 

knowing what to make of it. Occasionally the person will be aware of a single 

frightening image—“Something was crushing me and I couldn’t breathe.” 

The night terror also has been caWtdpavor nocturnus or an “incubus attack” 

because of this sensation of suffocation, as if an incubus—a kind of demon 
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or goblin that was supposed to produce nightmares—was actually sitting on 

the sleeper’s chest. Yet the terrifying episode is generally not described as a 

dream.*^ 

The nightmare—sometimes called REM-nightmare or dream anxiety at- 

tac\—is a quite different experience from the night terror. Usually occur¬ 

ring late during the night in the last three hours of sleep, the nightmare is a 

long, frightening dream that awakens the sleeper. Laboratory recordings 

show that it occurs during REM sleep, often during a long REM period of 

twenty to thirty minutes. Pulse and blood pressure may show some increase 

but not as much as in a night terror, and there are neither gross body move¬ 

ments nor sleepwalking, because during REM sleep the arms, legs, and trunk 

are temporarily paralyzed. 

The person awakened by a nightmare almost always remembers very 

distinctly a long, intense, and vivid dream, ending with a frightening se¬ 

quence. The nightmare is a very detailed, colorful, lifelike dream experience 

involving some of the earliest, most profound anxieties and the most thor¬ 

oughly terrifying fears to which we are all subject.*^ The nightmare often in¬ 

cludes sensations and perceptions other than vision—even including pain, 

which is very rarely felt in dreams. For example: “It was a wartime scene. I 

could hear awful noises: bombs bursting around me, screams. Something hit 

me in the shoulder; I could feel the pain and the blood flowing down my arm.” 

When a person reports having frightening sleep interruptions, the an¬ 

swer to one simple question—“Are these experiences dreams?”—usually will 

indicate whether the events are night terrors or nightmares. The nightmare 

sufferers will answer, “Yes, of course,” whereas those who have night terrors 

will reply, “Definitely not.” They know what they experience is something 

other than a dream. The two are very different events physiologically and psy¬ 

chologically and seldom occur in the same individual.*'* 

An occasional person suffers from what are called hypnagogic night¬ 

mares—terrifying nightmarish fantasies experienced upon just falling 

asleep.*^ Also, some persons have a condition called nocturnal myoclonus— 

many jerking muscle movements during the night. Sometimes these persons 

will report a nightmarelike occurrence when awakened by muscle jerks. 

Lastly, people troubled with chronic post-traumatic stress disorder expe¬ 

rience repetitive nightmares depicting the traumatic episode long after the 

event. These repeated experiences share characteristics of both nightmares 

and night terrors and may occur in various stages of sleep. Prominent in this 

group are combat veterans and victims of exceptionally violent accidents or 

crimes. 
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It is evident from the above descriptions that the experiences of the med¬ 

ical student observed by Eugene Aserinsky in the laboratory, that of the young 

Carl Jung, and that of the young Sigmund Freud were all true nightmares and 

not night terrors or other nightmarelike events. 

Nightmare Incidence 

Nightmares are far more common than night terrors. Almost everyone has 

had a nightmare on occasion, most likely in childhood. Although people tend 

to forget their childhood nightmares, some have had particularly frequent or 

especially vivid ones that are remembered clearly throughout their lives. 

Nightmares are definitely more frequent in children than in adults and 

are particularly common at ages three through six. Evidence suggests that 

they probably occur as early as age one.*^ While they become less frequent af¬ 

ter age six, their incidence may increase again in adolescence between ages 

thirteen to eighteen. The incidence of nightmares generally decreases with 

age and in healthy adults is relatively low. 

Based on many survey studies, sleep researchers estimate that approx¬ 

imately 50 percent of the adult population have no nightmares at all, though 

they may have had them as children. Most others remember an occasional 

nightmare, and the average is perhaps one or two per year. Between 5 and 10 

percent of the population report nightmares once a month or more.** Only a 

small percentage have nightmares that are frequent enough or severe enough 

to be significantly disturbing to their lives. Men are probably as likely to have 

nightmares as often as women, but they tend to be much more reluctant to 

mention them.'^ 

What Produces Nightmares.? 

For centuries the word nightmare has been used loosely to mean anything that 

wakes one up in fright, a creature that produces such terror, the frightening 

dream itself, or the actual awakening. Most scholars now agree that the root 

mare derives from the Old English and Old German root mara, meaning “an 

incubus or succubus,” and not from myre, meaning “a female horse.” The 

folklore of peoples’ experiences during the night inspired the eighteenth- 

century Swiss artist Henry Fuseli to depict both images in his well-known 

painting The Nightmare. (See illustration on page 115.) 
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We no longer believe that demons or evil spirits produce nightmares, nor 

is there any solid evidence that eating something disagreeable will cause them. 

Recent evidence also contradicts another widely held view that a lack of oxy¬ 

gen gives rise to nightmares. Obstructive sleep apnea is a disorder in which air 

does not get through the throat to the lungs of the sleeper because of some 

obstruction at the back of the throat. This may happen loo or more times in 

one night. The chest and abdomen of the sleeper heave but no air gets 

through, and after ten to twenty seconds there is a brief awakening, allowing 

normal breathing to resume. Sleep-apnea sufferers very rarely report night¬ 

mares, indicating that a lack of oxygen is not causally related to nightmares.^® 

One factor that does appear to precipitate nightmares is physical illness, 

although it is unclear whether illness itself or the stress that accompanies it is 

more important. Children who do not otherwise have nightmares report 

them during times of illness, particularly febrile illness. Adults, too, seem to 

have more nightmares during high fever or around the time of an operation. 

In addition, certain neurological disorders sometimes have been associated 

with nightmares—notably epilepsy^' and postencephalitic parkinsonism.^^ 

Mental illness is often associated with nightmares. In certain individuals 

nightmares occur at the onset of psychosis, especially schizophrenic episodes.^^ 

Depression can also be associated with an increase of nightmares. 

Stressful events seem to be causally related to frequent and severe night¬ 

mares in susceptible persons. Stressful periods in adulthood, such as times of 

examinations, job changes, moves, or the loss of significant persons, may pro¬ 

duce or increase nightmares. 

The one generalization that seems to hold true for nightmare sufferers is 

that their nightmares almost always involve feelings of helplessness, most 

often helplessness dating from childhood. The most frequent situations in 

their nightmares involve being chased, attacked, thrown off a cliff, or gener¬ 

ally feeling at the mercy of others. Almost invariably it is the dreamer who is 

in danger and utterly powerless—not someone else. A decrease or sometimes 

a cessation of adult nightmares usually occurs as the dreamer feels more con¬ 

fident, more mature, and thus less close to the helpless feelings of childhood. 

Profile of the Nightmare Sufferer 

Recent in-depth studies carried out at Ernest Hartmann’s sleep laboratory at 

the Shattuck Hospital in Boston have provided information about the person¬ 

alities of people clearly reporting nightmares rather than night terrors. Using 
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newspaper ads, subjects were recruited who had frequent nightmares as a 

long-term condition. One study examined thirty-eight adults reporting night¬ 

mares at least once per week for at least one year and beginning in childhood.^'* 

A second study compared another twelve frequent nightmare sufferers with 

twelve people who reported vivid dreams but no nightmares and twelve oth¬ 

ers who reported neither nightmares nor vivid dreams.^^ subjects were 

interviewed and given a bafttery of psychological tests including the Rorschach 

Inkblot Technique and several personality inventories; some were also moni¬ 

tored in the sleep laboratory.^^ 

Individuals in the nightmare groups from both of these studies were no 

different in intelligence from those in the comparison groups, and likewise 

there were no clearcut physical differences in appearance distinguishing the 

groups. The nightmare subjects were different in having jobs or lifestyles re¬ 

lated to the arts or other creative pursuits; they ranged from painters, poets, 

and musicians to craftspersons, teachers, and nontraditional therapists. No 

blue-collar workers or white-collar executives or office personnel were found 

who had frequent nightmares, but there were many such workers in the com¬ 

parison groups. 

The artistic and creative interest of the nightmare subjects was a lifelong 

characteristic. These subjects felt themselves to be in some way unusual for as 

long as they could remember and often described themselves as sensitive in 

various ways. Some were sensitive to bright light or loud sound, most could be 

easily hurt emotionally, and some were quite empathic or sensitive to others’ 

feelings. However, no extreme trauma could be discerned in their histories. 

More commonly than in the comparison groups, those with nightmares 

described their adolescence as stormy and difficult, often with bouts of de¬ 

pression and thoughts of suicide. They tended to rebel by using drugs and 

alcohol, fighting with parents, or running away. From adolescence on, the 

nightmare sufferers appeared to be extremely open and trusting people— 

perhaps too trusting, making them defenseless and vulnerable. They often 

became quickly involved in difficult, entangling friendships and love relation¬ 

ships from which they could not easily escape. 

However, these nightmare sufferers were not especially anxious, angry, 

or depressed people. Some were vulnerable to mental illness: 70 percent of 

them had been in psychotherapy, and 15 percent had previously been admitted 

to mental hospitals; but at the time of the interviews, as a group they were 

functioning quite well in life. 

Hartmann and his associates described the creative, sensitive, and vul¬ 

nerable nightmare subjects as having “thin boundaries” in many different 
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senses. They had thin interpersonal boundaries—that is, they became in¬ 

volved with others very quickly; thin ego boundaries, being extremely aware 

of their inner wishes and fears; and thin sexual boundaries—they easily imag¬ 

ined being of the opposite sex, and many fantasized or engaged in bisexual ac¬ 

tivity. They also had thin group boundaries, for they did not strongly identify 

themselves with a single community or ethnic group. Their sleep-wakefulness 

boundaries were thin, for they often experienced in-between states of con¬ 

sciousness, unsure whether they were awake, asleep, or dreaming. Some 

would awaken from one dream only to find themselves in another. 

Treatment of Nightmares 

Treatment is not usually required for nightmares. Parents of children ages 

three through six, when nightmares are most common, should be aware that 

the occurrence of nightmares is not abnormal. ^Talking with these children 

and allowing them to express any fearful feelings may be helpful, as is check¬ 

ing the childrens environment at home and school for any potential sources of 

fear or anxiety. 

Most of the adult subjects with frequent nightmares in the above- 

mentioned studies had never sought treatment specifically for their night¬ 

mares, though many had sought it for other conditions, such as stress or 

depression. The majority had accepted their terrifying dreams as part of 

themselves and sometimes made use of them in their creative endeavors. 

However, some sufferers wanted treatment specifically for their nightmares. 

Judging from published accounts of case reports and a few controlled studies, 

a variety of therapeutic techniques have been used with success. 

In a recent review of psychological therapies for nightmares,^* psycho¬ 

logist Gordon Halliday suggested four distress-producing features of the 

nightmare and proposed that treatment may reduce the distress by altering 

any of these features: the nightmares uncontrollability, its perceived sense of 

reality, the dreadful and anxiety-producing story line, and the nightmare s be¬ 

lieved importance. He categorized treatment techniques into these classes: de¬ 

sensitization and related behavioral procedures, psychoanalytic and cathartic 

techniques, story-line alteration procedures, and “face [the danger] and con¬ 

quer [it]” approaches. 

Desensitization and related behavioral procedures first identify the fear¬ 

generating components of the nightmares and then desensitize the dreamer to 

those elements through relaxation procedures, invoking pleasant imagery, or 
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repeated exposure of those elements to the dreamer in a therapeutic setting. 

Psychoanalytic and cathartic techniques attempt to convey to dreamers an un¬ 

derstanding of their nightmares in the context of their life situations and de¬ 

velopmental histories, to allow suppressed or repressed emotion to be appro¬ 

priately released, and to strengthen their adaptive mechanisms. Story-line 

alteration procedures try to change the nightmares through imagination or 

hypnotic suggestion by rehearsing different endings, confronting the night¬ 

mare figures, or modifying some detail. The “face and conquer” approaches 

consist of instructions to the dreamer to face and confront the nightmare fig¬ 

ures when the dreamer is next experiencing an actual nightmare dream state. 

Several other methods that have been used clinically but not yet reported 

in the case literature include teaching dreamers, especially children, to call 

upon a “dream friend” for help^^ and restaging the nightmares in collages 

or drawings.^® 

We are currently investigating a “face and conquer” treatment pro¬ 

cedure that attempts to teach frequent nightmare subjects to attain a lucid 

dream state in order to reduce the frequency and severity of their terrifying 

dreams. A lucid dream is one in which the sleeper is aware during the dream 

that he or she is dreaming and feels to be in full possession of mental functions 

as if awake. This awareness permits the dreamer to make choices as the dream 

occurs. For example, the dreamer may be walking through an unusual land¬ 

scape, realize that the experience is a dream, and decide to fly into the air to 

see the dream landscape from a new perspective. 

In nonlucid dreams, which are more common, there is generally a sense 

of the dream experience happening to the dreamer with little feeling of choice 

about what occurs. Thus, when confronted by a threatening figure in a night¬ 

mare, the dreamer usually tries to run away from it. By becoming lucid in the 

nightmare, the dreamer could then choose to turn and face the threatening 

figure and possibly master what is feared. 

In nearly all of the published reports,^* clinical accounts,^^ and first- 

person descriptions^^ of utilizing the lucid dream state to deal with night¬ 

mares, the actual dreamers perceived and felt their encounters to be positive, 

enriching, and empowering experiences both during and after their dreams. 

However, given that most of these persons are from a normal population, it is 

possible that these observations may not generalize to a population of fre¬ 

quent nightmare sufferers. Also, though such a treatment has therapeutic po¬ 

tential, it does involve some risk, because there are isolated accounts of nega¬ 

tive lucid dream experience.^'* 

The lucid-dream treatment approach has the potential to alter three of 
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the four distress-producing aspects of the nightmare suggested by Halliday. 

Once one achieves lucidity within a nightmare, the nightmares uncontrol- 

ability can be altered, because the dreamer can choose and act to change his or 

her response to the threatening images; the nightmare s perceived sense of re¬ 

ality can be altered, because the dreamer understands that the experience is a 

dream rather than part of everyday physical external reality; and the night¬ 

mares dreadful and anxiety-producing story line can be altered as a result of 

the changed response of the dreamer. Other dreamworkers, such as Stephen 

LaBerge, may contend that the fourth distress-producing aspect, the believed 

importance of the nightmare, also may be altered, because lucid dreamers “re¬ 

alize that they themselves contain, and thus transcend, the entire dream world 

and all of its contents, because they know that their imaginations have created 

the dream.”^^ 

The major limitation cited by Halliday in utilizing the lucid dream state 

as a treatment modality for nightmares is that it is not yet known how to relia¬ 

bly induce this experience. Psychologist Joseph Dane has developed a post¬ 

hypnotic suggestion technique for inducing the lucid dream state in hypnot¬ 

ically susceptible women. Using this technique, seven of the eight women in 

one group of his study succeeded in having verified lucid dreams.^^ This is a 

promising approach for frequent nightmare sufferers, because there is evi¬ 

dence that they have higher hypnotizability scores than others.^^ 

Two recent studies indicate that learning lucid dreaming could be a via¬ 

ble treatment method for frequent nightmare sufferers. The first is a study of 

boundary characteristics by Franklin Galvin,^* which matched forty spon¬ 

taneous lucid dreamers with forty frequent nightmare dreamers and forty 

nonlucid and relatively nightmare-free dreamers (ordinary dreamers). In 

comparison to the ordinary dreamers, both the lucid dreamers and the night¬ 

mare dreamers were shown to have “thin boundaries.” In addition, a number 

of the spontaneous lucid dreamers stated that they had first developed lucidity 

during frightening dreams. 

The second is a case study by Andrew Brylowski,^^ which related the 

treatment of a thirty-five-year-old woman, Ms. D., with a history of major de¬ 

pression and a diagnosis of borderline personality disorder. She reported one 

to four nightmares per week and had a history of recurrent nightmares of 

variable frequency and intensity since age ten. The treatment focused on al¬ 

leviating her nightmares using lucid dreaming. Within the first four weekly 

sessions, the introduction of lucidity into the patient s dream life coincided 

with a decrease in the frequency and intensity of her nightmares. 
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The report of a dream by Ms. D. seven weeks into the treatment illus¬ 

trates her ability to avert a potential nightmare by using lucidity to convert a 

threat into a learning experience. 

Ms. D. was walking up huge grey stone stairs leading to a fortress or castle. 

Looking down she saw a colleague and felt thrilled. The stairs then extended 

over a moat. She stopped to look at the water and a vicious grey shark with big 

white teeth surfaced. It propelled itself along the stairs toward her. Ms. D. was 

frozen with fear and couldn’t move. She then realized that she had been having 

a good dream until the shark appeared; then she thought: “It is a dream!” She 

was unable to do anything but stare at the shark. The shark changed into a huge 

whale that smiled and was no longer terrorizing. She awakened in peace."*® 

Though she had previously thought of things she might do when she became 

lucid in a frightening dream, at the moment of fear she could only stare and 

not run. When she stood her ground and faced the terror rather than attempt¬ 

ing to flee, the threatening image was transformed into an acceptable figure 

positively acknowledging her. Facing the fear in her dream enabled her to 

wake in peace. Altering her nightmares also facilitated Ms. D. in making posi¬ 

tive changes to deal with her waking emotions. 

The skills Ms. D. learned in lucid dreaming extended into areas of her 

waking life. After another nine weeks of treatment, she reported a dream in 

which she was working on a painting with two colors, each scintillating. Upon 

realizing it was a dream, she created a third color by blending the first two. 

With this new color she added depth and dimension to the painting. This ac¬ 

complishment in her dream prompted Ms. D. to complete other art projects in 

her waking life that she had left unfinished. 

As Sigmund Freud’s nightmare was able to retain “its imperishable 

value ... by becoming a driving force in the making of a genius,”'** and as 

Carl Jung was initiated into the secrets of the earth by a nightmare and later 

brought light into this realm of darkness, so too have the nightmares of others 

heralded some meaningful change in their lives. For those with frequent 

nightmares, the use of the lucid dream state could offer a unique opportunity 

to begin such a change. 
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I would like to explore a set of interesting relationships that have 

convinced me that in females there is a propensity to dream lu¬ 

cidly. This capacity appears to be “hard-wired” in the physical 

makeup of female brains. Specifically, I will propose that the female brain has 

a neuroelectrical organization that predisposes it under certain waking condi¬ 

tions (such as the practice of meditation) to recall dreams and to be conscious 

during dreaming. 

Parallels Between Lucidity and Meditation 

Electroencephalographic (EEG) research on the electrical activity of the brain 

during meditation and sleep supports H. T. Hunt s idea that lucid dreaming is 

a form of spontaneously emerging meditation.* There are several lines of con¬ 

verging evidence that support the lucidity—meditation link, most of it carried 

out with practitioners of Transcendental Meditation (TM). I am going to 

summarize this evidence before considering my hypothesis that lucidity is 

naturally female. 

Hunt originally based this idea on his observations that lucid dreamers 

and TM meditators had similar experiences. However, there are now several 

studies of meditators and lucid dreamers that reveal important psychological 

and physiological parallels as well. For example, both lucid dreamers and 

meditators exhibit fewer stress-related personality characteristics than people 
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who do not meditate^ and people who do not have lucid dreams.^ In com¬ 

parison with other people tested, both meditators and lucid dreamers are able 

to become highly focused on one activity, are able to become “caught up” in an 

experience, and are aware of their inner thoughts and internal processes. In 

addition, meditators and lucid dreamers find it easier to recall their dreams 

and tend to be “field independent” (that is, they could find their way out of a 

forest more easily than “field-dependent” people, because they are not as easily 

influenced by the people or objects in their environment). Meditators find it 

easier to remember their dreams and may even be able to use their rapid-eye- 

movement (REM) periods more efficiently—that is, they may recall just as 

many dreams as do other people, even though their total percentage of REM 

might decrease once they start meditating.'* 

When the dreams of meditators are compared to those of people who do 

not meditate, the former tend to have more lucid dreams. And these dreams 

are more likely to be transpersonal in nature, containing images of white light, 

experiences of flying or floating, and encounters with spiritual and myth¬ 

ological beings. Even when researchers allow that meditators remember their 

dreams more often than nonmeditators, the relationship between meditative 

practice and lucid dreaming remains.^ Furthermore, claims of breath suspen¬ 

sion and profound experiences of clarity or transcendence during meditation 

are related to claims of being aware during non-REM sleep.^ 

The physiological parallels between lucidity and meditation may be of 

particular interest. These parallels will lead directly to my hypothesis that lu¬ 

cid dreaming is a natural female capacity. Although there appears to be more 

neuroelectrical activity in the brain and other parts of the nervous system dur¬ 

ing lucidity, some research indicates that the body’s muscles actually are “more 

asleep” than they are during nonlucid REM dreaming. For example, one in¬ 

vestigator measured a spinal reflex that is stimulated at the knee in a subject in 

REM sleep and, again, after the subject indicated (by eye-movement signals) 

that a lucid dream was occurring. This spinal reflex, which shows the degree 

to which the body is awake or asleep, is measured by electrodes that chart the 

electrical activity in the knee. This reflex was even more asleep (or suppressed) 

during lucid dreaming than during ordinary REM sleep, indicating that the 

lucid dreamer’s body is even more paralyzed than it normally is during REM.^ 

In other words, when you are experiencing REM sleep, you are essentially 

paralyzed from the neck down; but when you are lucid in REM sleep, you will 

be even more profoundly paralyzed. 

Think of a time when your arm fell asleep. At its worst and deepest pa¬ 

ralysis, you could not move it at all. That is what your body is like during lucid 
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dreaming. As you begin to have some sensations in your arm but still cannot 

move it, your bodily condition resembles that of nonlucid REM sleep. 

The dampening of this physical reaction during lucidity may support 

Hunt’s idea that lucidity is a state of consciousness resembling Transcendental 

Meditation. Three TM researchers have reported that advanced meditators 

who have just finished meditation recover the full functioning of the spinal re¬ 

flex in question more quickly than other people do.* Perhaps lucid dreamers 

suppress their reflexes more than usual because it helps them maintain lu¬ 

cidity. TM meditators may do the same, but once they come out of meditation, 

they can reactivate their reflexes quickly. 

It is possible that these phenomena are two sides of the same coin. Both 

abilities suggest that lucid dreamers and TM meditators develop an adapta¬ 

tion to the state they are in and can move quickly and easily to another state, 

adapting more efficiently to the body’s changing needs than can other people. 

At this point, of course, such an idea is speculative at best; much more research 

needs to be carried out to test this conjecture. 

The EEG work with dream lucidity is fairly limited at this time, the 

bulk having been reported by Hunt and his associates. In their studies, they 

explored the lucidity-meditation link by examining alpha waves in lucid and 

nonlucid REM sleep. (Alpha activity was explored because it generally in¬ 

creases during TM meditation.) Hunt’s group found that there was increased 

alpha in prelucid and early lucid REM periods; they have compared this to the 

first phases of waking meditation.^ One researcher has conducted a pilot 

study with a long-term TM meditator who reported lucid dreams frequently, 

observing that bursts of alpha and theta brain waves seemed to be “riding on” 

the normal EEG record, both in REM and non-REM sleep. Indeed, the EEG 

record was described as resembling that of a TM meditator experiencing 

breath suspension and transcendence during waking meditation.*® Some 

other researchers have not been able to confirm this observation, but they had 

requested that dreamers make eye signals when lucidity begins—an attempt 

that might have disrupted their alpha and theta activity, both of which have 

been associated with a suspension of voluntary effort. 

M. A. West points out that a more sophisticated examination of EEG 

changes in meditation would include the investigation of EEG “coherence”— 

the constancy of EEG relationships.'* Deepak Chopra remarks that co¬ 

herence “is really a measure of the integration of neurons everywhere in the 

central nervous system. A good analogy would be when you go to hear the 

Boston Symphony, and you arrive before the performance while players are 

still practicing on their own as they tune up. Each performer is playing his [or 
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her] instrument on the right notes, the right frequency, but the overall result is 

chaotic. There is no constancy in the relationship between the performers, 

and therefore what you get is noise. Once the performance starts, they are still 

playing the same notes on the same instruments, but there is a constancy of 

relationship—there is music. This constancy of relationship is coherence.”*^ 

Once we better understand the relationship of coherence to meditation, 

we will have the means fo more thoroughly explore the subtle types of con¬ 

sciousness that occur during sleep. For example, some investigators have been 

studying reports of especially profound meditative experience that TM medi¬ 

tators refer to as transcending. In one study, transcendence was related to alpha, 

theta, and beta coherence on the EEG;*^ in another, it was related to EEG al¬ 

pha coherence.*'* I have taken the position that REM sleep is associated with a 

greater degree of theta coherence across the two halves of the brain than non- 

REM sleep. Because lucidity generally occurs in REM sleep, it is likely that 

meditativelike experiences would take place there as well. 

Coherence is especially apparent in times of transition between states, as 

in the movement to waking from sleeping. In one study, people who recalled 

their dreams frequently showed a greater continuity of rhythmic EEG in 

transition from sleep to wakefulness. This effect was especially pronounced 

among the female subjects in the study.*^ In other words, individuals who 

often remember their dreams are accessing information from a coherent state 

of brain functioning by remaining, in some sense, in the sleeping state. One of 

the strongest findings in the research literature on both individual differences 

and dream content is the association between lucidity and high dream recall. 

Lucid dreamers are generally high dream recallers and, in general, lucid 

dreams are easily recalled. Therefore, it would be logical to propose that lucid 

dreamers would show more coherence than nonlucid dreamers when they 

make the transition from sleep to wakefulness. 

In a pilot study of one lucid dreamer, Stephen LaBerge (who has found 

no gender differences among lucid dreamers) compared a five-minute lucid 

dream during REM sleep to the fifteen minutes of REM that preceded it, 

finding an increase of EEG alpha coherence during lucidity.*^ Although these 

results are highly preliminary, it is of interest to observe that LaBerge mea¬ 

sured coherence at the brains parietal lobes, the site of visual-spatial function¬ 

ing. In addition, the parietal lobes were the location of EEG alpha coherence 

among field-independent individuals, a personality style that characterizes 

high dream recallers, lucid dreamers, and meditators.*^ 

I hope that I have adequately demonstrated that it is quite fair to charac¬ 

terize lucid dreaming as a state of consciousness similar to that sought in the 
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practice of meditation, at least of Transcendental Meditation (the technique 

practiced by most of the subjects in these studies). But what of the gender dif¬ 

ferences? I needed to demonstrate the lucidity-meditation connection first 

because my argument of a natural female propensity to lucidity is grounded in 

the work on EEG coherence and its relationship to both meditation and REM 

sleep. 

Gender Differences in EEG Coherence 

Although there is no unanimity on the topic, there are any number of studies 

that have found EEG coherence (both between hemispheres and within each 

hemisphere) to be greater in women than in men. For example, there are 

fewer differences between the left and right hemispheres of womens brains 

when both genders undertaking a variety of problem-solving tasks during 

wakefulness are compared.** It is quite possible th^t women have more abun¬ 

dant fibers in the corpus callosum, that part of the brain that connects the 

hemispheres. However, neurologist Richard Restak claims that even though 

gender differences in brain makeup are strongly suspected, there is no scientist 

who has “convincingly demonstrated an anatomic difference between the 

brain structures of males and females,” and suggests that the observed gender 

dissimilarities may be the result of “chemical changes in brain function result¬ 

ing from the influence of sex hormones in early prenatal development.”'^ An¬ 

other team of researchers concluded that womens “overall increase in general 

coherence . . . [demonstrates] a more synchronized and less lateralized pat¬ 

tern of neuroelectrical neurological organization.”^® 

To recap the major points of my thesis: (i) Females show more EEG co¬ 

herence during wakefulness; (2) EEG coherence is associated with periods of 

lucid dreaming as well as “transcendence” during meditation; and (3) people 

who recall their dreams frequently, especially females, show more coherence 

upon awakening than do low recallers; hence, (4) females should report more 

dream recall, more lucid dreaming, and more “transcending” meditative ex¬ 

periences than males. 

I am going to briefly point out some evidence that further supports the 

linkage between lucidity and meditation among females. Enhanced parasym¬ 

pathetic nervous-system function and biological relaxation in TM meditators 

has been reported, supporting the claim that TM reduces stress.^' However, 

only in the case of female subjects is there an association between parasym¬ 

pathetic functioning (nervous-system activity related to biological relaxation) 

and frequent lucid dreaming.In a mail survey on lucid dreaming, a pattern 
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of gender differences consistent with the meditation literature emerged. Intel- 

ligence, creativity, and low anxiety were positively associated with the practice 

of meditation and with frequent lucid dreaming; however, these associations 

to lucidity were found only with women.^^ 

Many writers have commented on the association between regular med¬ 

itation and improved physital health. Claims range from the enhancement of 

relaxation to a slowing down of the aging process. In my doctoral dissertation, 

I examined health variables as a function of lucid-dreaming frequency, find¬ 

ing that female lucid dreamers tended to be physically healthy but that there 

was no such relationship in the case of males. I also found, in most of my later 

studies, that women report more lucid dreams than men (although female 

subjects also tend to recall more dreams in general than male subjects).^'’ 

These relationships were examined in a study conducted in 1988 in 

which I looked directly at the effects of meditation and gender on the fre¬ 

quency of lucid dreaming. Working with Robert Cranson and Charles Alex¬ 

ander at Maharishi International University, I collected self-reports on lucid 

dreaming frequency from eighty nonmeditators of both genders who also dif¬ 

fered in level of dream recall. When we controlled for the fact that women re¬ 

call more dreams than men, we did not find significant gender differences in 

lucid dreaming. However, when we further divided the groups into medita¬ 

tors and nonmeditators, we found that meditating women showed an es¬ 

pecially high incidence of lucidity relative to nonmeditating female subjects. 

Meditation enhances coherence; perhaps this contributed to the difference 

between the two groups. In any event, the difference was not found among 

meditating and nonmeditating male subjects, supporting my idea that their 

neuroelectrical “hard-wiring” is different from womens. 

Exploration of coherence of the brains hemispheres offers considerable 

promise for further research. I have touched on the relationships among three 

areas—gender, meditation, and lucidity during REM sleep—and have sug¬ 

gested that the naturally occurring brain coherence in women gives them an 

advantage in having the experiences that result from meditation practice, 

which enhances this type of integration. Regular meditation practice appears 

to increase both dream recall and dream frequency for both sexes, but es¬ 

pecially for women. 

Neuroelectrical Androgyny: The Male Side of the Picture 

It would not be fair to ignore the male brain. Relative to the female brain, the 

left hemisphere of the male brain (for-tfiost right-handed men and some left- 

handed men) is more highly specialized for verbal, logical tasks, whereas the 

249 



DREAMTIME AND DREAMWORK 

right is more specialized for artistic, emotional activities. Although solid evi¬ 

dence is lacking, some researchers suspect this is due to brain-chemical dif¬ 

ferences between the genders, others claim that there are more fibers that con¬ 

nect the two hemispheres in female brains, and still others attribute the 

differences to cultural practices. 

In any event, a similar situation emerges from the studies of lucidity and 

meditation. Relative to nonmeditators and nonlucid dreamers, the left hemi¬ 

sphere of meditators and lucid dreamers is more highly specialized for verbal, 

logical tasks, whereas the right is more specialized for artistic, emotional ac¬ 

tivities. We might ask whether the greater brain lateralization function found 

in males might be related to the meditation-lucidity effect. 

This may seem contradictory. On the one hand, I am saying that during 

meditation and lucid dreaming the brain works all at once, showing greater 

coherence; on the other, that those who have had experiences with meditation 

and lucidity have brains that are more specialized in their functioning. An at¬ 

tempt has been made to explain this paradox by a team of researchers from 

Maharishi International University. They explain that any part of the brain 

can engage in specialized or general functions. When a part is involved in a 

special function (as with, for example, the left hemispheres activation while 

someone is reading), that hemisphere is low in coherence. At the same time, 

the other hemisphere would be high in coherence, serving to help integrate 

the left hemisphere s specific activity (for example, by providing an emotional 

context for a story being read). These researchers argue that an individual 

probably would prefer to engage in activities that increase coherence, both 

between and within hemispheres, because this integration would imply an 

enhanced cognitive or thinking ability as well as an increased emotional 

stability.^^ 

Thus, although a key sign of depth in meditation is the degree to which 

parts of the brain are working in rhythm (high EEG coherence), the result of 

such brain experiences is that outside the practice of meditation (and lucid 

dreaming), meditators’ brains are more specialized for function. In this case, 

high coherence occurs in the part of the brain that functions less in a task rela¬ 

tive to the low coherence of the part that functions more during a task. As a re¬ 

sult, scientists observe a lateralization that differentiates brain hemispheres 

for certain specific functions, such as writing, singing, or evoking a mental 

image. 

Are these reported gender differences more advantageous to men or to 

women This depends on the context of the activity. Males who start out being 

more lateralized will have a lead in the lateralization effect of meditation or 
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lucid dreaming; females who start out being less lateralized and with higher 

EEG coherence will have a lead in obtaining the high EEG coherence states 

found with profound transcending meditative experiences or in experiencing 
frequent lucidity while dreaming. 

Further, each gender moves toward the specialty of the other. Women 

who frequently report spontaneous lucid dreams have been found to show a 

higher degree of interhemispheric specialization than those who had never 

dreamed lucidly.^^ Although these women who have frequent lucid dreams 

are relatively well lateralized for specific functions (such as reading music or 

solving arithmetic problems), it is unlikely that they are as lateralized as most 

male lucid dreamers. 

As an illustration, let’s examine the kinesthetic abilities that are related 

to the use of touch and to cues about the body’s position in space. While wo¬ 

men who are exceptionally lucid while dreaming report more vivid kinesthe¬ 

tic imagery than nonlucid women, no such difference was found among 

men.^^ However, when asked to perform a kinesthetic task—placing an arm 

in a certain position on a table, with eyes blindfolded—male lucid dreamers 

did better than nonlucid men. There were no such differences between the 

two groups of women. 

These findings suggest that when primarily engaged with the external 

environment (the outside world), the male brain’s natural organization is en¬ 

hanced by the experience of meditation or lucidity; whereas when primarily 

engaged with the internal environment (imagination, and mental imagery), 

the female brain’s natural organization is brought into play and is enhanced by 

meditation or lucidity. The experience of meditation (while awake) and lu¬ 

cidity (while asleep) enhances the brain’s differentiation, or specialization, in 

women while enhancing the coherence, or integration, of its parts in men. 

These techniques move us toward the neuroelectrical equivalent of 

androgyny—a holistic level of functioning. This androgyny (a reconciliation 

of male and female attributes) may be based in the nervous system, but it ex¬ 

tends its influence to the psychological, social, and spiritual levels of life. 
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In January of 1987, Kay dreamed; “I reexperienced [school], feel¬ 

ing really confident. Everyone liked me and I was aware of it and I 

really felt good. There was a flag in class and I started singing 

‘America The Beautiful,’ getting everyone to join in.” 

That same night, Mitchell dreamed: “A good number of the people in 

the restaurant (maybe everyone) stand up and sing in a ‘cheer’ fashion. I’m 

‘eating’ some special national pride ... it is very good. I stand and proudly 

acknowledge this.” 

Kay and Mitchell lived several hundred miles away from each other and 

had never met, except through written correspondence. Both were members 

of a dream team that regularly incubated dreams on prearranged target 

nights for specific purposes. The goal for this dream-in was to “investigate 

your dream location.” While Kay saw her dreamspace as a classroom and 

Mitchell envisioned his as a restaurant, there were striking similarities in the 

content and emotional correspondences between their two dreams. 

Same Time, Same Place, Same Dream 

Shared dreaming has a very simple premise: A group of people agree to try to 

meet in the same dream at the same time in the same dreamspace and to re¬ 

member the same details when they wake. An underlying part of this premise 

is that shared dreaming is a learned skill that requires, above all, a joyous sense 

of play and a large supply of patience and perseverance. 
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Once dreamers believe they have begun to share the same dreamspace 

and similar conversations, they also begin a searching examination of what 

this all means. Shared dreamers quickly realize that they’ve been launched 

into a mutual exploration of boundaries—personal and societal—as well as 

an examination of the nature of consciousness itself, which often impels them 

to discard old, limiting belief systems. Shared dreaming seems to be a first step 

toward mutually accessing a deep level of emotional response that is a true re¬ 

flection of each participant’s inner concerns. This state of awareness can be 

used to create a forum in which a group of any size can hold conferences, 

create new projects and ideas, resolve conflicts, enhance cooperative efforts, 

and tap into the kind of information that appears to be available only in 

dreams shared with others. 

Defining Our Terms 

Mutual dreaming is the umbrella term for dreams that appear to contain corre¬ 

spondences with the dreams of one or more other dreamers. These can range 

from the “hits” (extremely close correspondences) in telepathic or group 

dreaming to the pooled experiences of a shared dream. 

There are many factors that influence mutual correspondences in dream 

content. Among these are telepathic or other anomalous connections between 

dreamers; shared or similar events in the dreamer’s waking lives that are in¬ 

corporated into their dreams; and the joint symbolic vocabulary many people 

develop through knowing each other over time. 

What is critically important here is the degree of purposefulness on the 

dreamer’s part—from passively experiencing content, correspondences, and 

synchronous dream events to actively incubating dreams to meet the target 

night goals of the project. However, whether the dreamers’ intentions are pas¬ 

sive or active, the correspondences in the content of dreams from one dreamer 

to another will range from startling clarity to considerable opaqueness. 

Since all of these factors may influence mutual dreaming, some of the 

following classifications may overlap. 

Group dreaming is the developmental step that precedes shared dreaming. Par¬ 

ticipants are simply trying to dream together in simultaneously separate and 

joint dream realities. The evidence for success lies in “hits,” in which two or 

more dreamers have a similar experience; witness a similar person, thing or 

event; or share a symbol, a color, an emotion, or an underlying theme or idea. 
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Examples of group dreaming include Robert Van de Castle and Henry 

Reed’s “Dream Helper Ceremony,”' in which people purposely incubate 

dreams around a particular person’s waking-life issue. This process might 

also employ Montague Ullman’s dream-sharing techniques^ in which the mem¬ 

bers of the dream group meet to compare their individual dream reports. 

Synchronous dreaming entails no active intent to dream together: the hits be¬ 

tween dream reports or between dreams and outer events are purely serendip¬ 

itous. 

Telepathic dreaming concerns at least two people, a sleeping receiver and a 

sender who remains awake. The sender attempts to transmit randomly se¬ 

lected target material—an image from a photo or picture, a sound, or a word 

or phrase—to the receiver, who attempts to incorporate it in his or her 

dreams. This was the approach pioneered in the Maimonides Medical Center 

dream-laboratory experiments, which attempted to rule out any possibility of 

dream or target correspondences being due to shared pre-sleep experiences, 

fraud, or chance.^ When telepathic dream experiments involve more than one 

receiver, mutual correspondences between dreamers may bounce from one re¬ 

ceiver’s dream to another, as well as between the dreamers and the sender.'* 

Parallel dreaming refers to correspondences between dreams of people who are 

actively engaged in a cooperative dream project. No distinction is made be¬ 

tween the sender and the receiver. In others words, A may dream of B, and B 

may dream of A, but A and B won’t meet in the same dream. 

Shared dreaming involves two or more dreamers apparently meeting in the 

same dreamscape and experiencing similar events. Although the dreamers 

are attempting to dream together on the same night, because of their geo¬ 

graphical distance from each other, as well as differences in each individual’s 

cycles of sleeping and dreaming, their corresponding shared dreams don’t 

have to occur on exactly the same date or at the same hour. 

Mutual-Dreaming Projects 

Some notable group-dreaming projects aimed specifically at inducing mutual 

dreams included Dreams lo, sponsored by the Poseidia Institute in Virginia 

Beach in 1983 and 1984;^ the International Lucidity Project, facilitated by 
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Linda Magallon from 1984 to 1987;^ and the Group Dreaming Project, con¬ 

ducted by Barbara Shor in conjunction with Dr. Mary Schmitt s “Living Sys¬ 

tems Approach to Creativity” seminars in 1986.^ 

Along with the ongoing Bicoastal Shared Dreaming Project, the authors 

are facilitating several additional shared-dreaming projects. Also, Charles 

Upton is running Gate o^Horn, an ongoing shared dreaming activity, which 

includes the U.S.-U.S.S.R. “Dream Bridge”® that appeared to link Soviet and 

US. dreamers across vast physical and ideological distances. 

Because shared dreaming is the cutting edge of dream experimentation, 

there hasn’t been a great deal written about it yet. Notable exceptions include 

Campbell,^ Castaneda,*® Fox,*' Roberts,*^ and Watkins.*® In addition. Hart*** 

collected a small group of spontaneous mutual dreams, which he called “re¬ 

ciprocal dreams,” and Donahoe*® provided his own case examples. Descrip¬ 

tive models for mutual dreaming include Faraday’s “psychic radar,”*® Taub- 

Bynam’s “family unconscious,”*^ and Shor’s “holographic dream machine.”*® 

Old Sl{ills and New 

Just as shared dreamers don’t have to dream together at exactly the same time 

or place, neither do they need to share the same repertoire of dream skills, 

such as lucidity, out-of-body (OBE) travel, or precognition. Over time, the 

dreamers discover what their particular specialities are and they begin pool¬ 

ing their skills to enhance the group’s chances of actually participating in the 

same dream. However, shared dreamers sometimes acquire each other’s skills 

by osmosis and evolve new techniques as they explore altered states of con¬ 

sciousness from within the dreamstate. Separately and together, the dreamers 

create a composite view of the whole event. Each dreamer’s version of the 

shared dream expands and enriches the collective dreamscape. 

One of the new skills dreamers often develop is the creation of a shared 

language. The process is like creating a work of decoupage—cutting, pasting, 

and laminating together bits of information from the dreamers’ separate vi¬ 

sual, verbal, and metaphorical dream vocabularies into a new, coherent pat¬ 

tern of communication. For example, at one point, the color red—on cars, 

carpets, scaffolding, and flames—was skipping from dreamer to dreamer, 

night to night, and group to group until we realized that it was our mutual 

signal that some form of shared dream communication was taking place. 

Another of our new skills is the ability to jointly create a meeting place.*® 

In addition, we’re learning to recognize each other in the dreamstate no 
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matter what our outward appearance might be.^® And, best of all, weVe dis¬ 

covered that we don’t have to wait until the group has learned to share the 

same dream to tackle mutually important projects; the skills and results de¬ 

velop simultaneously. 

A Question of Boundaries 

In group dreaming, after the initial euphoria begins to wear off, dreamers 

often start to encounter a layer of fear and conflict within themselves and 

within the group as a whole. As the dreamers begin to reach across personal 

and societal boundaries, they may discover their individual limits of approach 

or aversion. As a result, they find themselves facing many of the basic prob¬ 

lems that beset humankind: issues of trust, fear, anger, disappointment, chal¬ 

lenges to self-esteem, competitiveness, jealousy, uomet expectations, false as¬ 

sumptions, and the narrow horizons of cultural blinders. Some participants 

will drop out at this stage. However, others will persevere and help create a 

new level of balance and acceptance within themselves and within the group 

as well, using the mutual dreaming experience to transform initial anxiety 

into an adventure. 

Shared dreamers sometimes build on their experiences with mutual 

dreaming to push boundaries even further. Some of them claim that not only 

are they in intimate dream communication with their own and each other’s 

friends and family members, but that they have occasional contacts with a 

number of apparent strangers. This is when questions may begin to arise 

about whether our consensus reality and our notion of privacy is simply an il¬ 

lusion. Do we have rigid boundaries at all.? 

Decoding the Messages 

The hits that indicate the success of telepathic dream experiments and group- 

dreaming projects appear to be a developmental phase in shared dreaming, 

where the ultimate goal is to appear in the same dream with one’s partners. 

There, the evidence of success is clear: you either experience the same events 

or you don’t. It is the interfaces, where shared dreamers are shifting from hits 

to “being there,” that are the most fascinating—and difficult—to evaluate. 

We’ve found that content analysis is a very effective approach for comparing 

and evaluating mutual dreams.^* For example, the following results emerged 
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from an examination of shared-dream reports for January 2, 1988, from a 

team of seven participants who had no specific goal for that target night. 

Common themes included business and finances (four out of the seven 

dreams). Two of the men reported athletic feats: David practiced with heavy 

weights, while Bill readied himself for a weight-lifting display. 

Synchronous symbology occurs when the same symbol appears in more 

than one persons dream. In this case, three people dreamed of fish and an¬ 

other three dreamed about windows; squares and rectangles also showed up 

in four dreams. Some dream events were nearly identical. Rina dreamed of a 

sudden heavy rain; David of a flooding rain. Among these dreamers, too, red 

vehicles kept appearing. In addition, it’s interesting that four out of five vehi¬ 

cles were not enclosed. 

Parallel phraseology indicates similar descriptive word patterns. Rina 

reported, I m sitting on an oddly shaped bridge or seat or passage over water 

and can slide along to change my position.” Edward dreamed of men sitting 

on a long canoe that slid down the street. His dream report also mentioned, 

“The wind comes into the apartment through the closed windows and blows 

me about”; while Elsie dreamed, “Inside a white octagonal room with large 

windows the wind increases. I know it’s coming to lift me off the ground.” 

Aggregate emotional content is more subtle and sometimes more diffi¬ 

cult to detect, but similar images and parallel phraseology provide clues. 

David dreamed of being trapped behind a retractable accordion gate, but his 

emotional state was not the expected one: “There’s no big deal,” he wrote. “I 

appear calm all the way through.” Edward’s dream contained many beautiful 

spider webs. Although he was concerned because he didn’t want to become en¬ 

tangled in them, he said; “I feel fairly detached and able to see the absurdity of 

the situation.” Both dreams reported potential conflict or entrapment, and yet 

the dreamers’ emotional responses were alike. 

Useful Tips for Shared Dreamers 

Here are some suggestions for organizing and participating in a shared- 

dreaming group: 

Agree to try meeting in a jointly chosen or co-created dreamspace on a 

specific night of the week or month. Do this for a minimum of six sessions, 

setting firm target nights and deadlines. Don’t get discouraged if you don’t ac¬ 

tually make it to the chosen place, or if you don’t all manage to get there 

together; you haven’t failed. Shared dreamers are only beginning to learn how 
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to do this. Think of sharing the same dream as the final port of call on a voy¬ 

age of discovery. 

Try to meet in the waking state at least once beforehand if you live in the 

same area. Observe your companions with care so you’ll be able to recognize 

them—or their characteristic feeling tones—when you meet in dreams. Eye 

contact, hugging, or holding hands helps everyone connect at the feeling level. 

If you don’t live in the same area, you might want to incubate shared 

dreams in which you meet in some well-known spot, such as the top of the 

Eiffel Tower, or in the King’s Chamber in the Great Pyramid. It doesn’t mat¬ 

ter if you’ve never been there yourself; the dream discussion of differing views 

and viewpoints and imagined details can be fascinating. 

If you choose a natural area, select something specific and detailed, such 

as “Meet you in front of Old Faithful during an eruption,” rather than “Let’s 

meet outside in a natural setting.” It’s hard enough to meet in a specific spot; 

it’s nearly impossible without a well-defined and specific setting. For example, 

a group that met awake on a certain museum’s steps, and then attempted to 

meet there again asleep, dreamed of every sort of staircase imaginable, al¬ 

though not always in that museum—or in any museum, for that matter. It’s 

very helpful for each shared dreamer to have a photocopied image or two of 

the proposed meeting site as an aid in incubating the shared dream. 

Decide whether you want to set specific target-night goals in addition to 

the basic one of actually getting to the appointed place and seeing everyone. 

For example, you might want to “have a party,” “discuss the dreamstate,” or 

“create a ritual or ceremony.” If you do decide to add specific goals, decide 

whether you want to list them in advance or to allow them to evolve out of the 

previous target night’s shared-dream themes. 

Incubating Shared Dreams. Send black-and-white photos (or photocopies) of 

each team member to all participants. For the fun of it, you might want to 

postpone this for the first target night or two. That way, when you finally look 

at everyone’s picture, you can determine whether you actually may have seen 

your unknown team members in your dreams. 

Sharing personal objects can help focus everyone’s attention, but it 

should be kept simple. Some groups have traded seashells or pebbles picked 

up on walks, favorite poems, small gourds, cut out felt, fabric moons, crystals, 

sachets, or bags of herbal tea. 

Before bedtime, relax and clear your mind of everything except your in¬ 

tention to have a shared dream and to attempt to meet your fellow dreamers 

in the appointed dreamspace. You may want to reread the previous target 
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night s dreams and commentary. As you fall asleep, look at the pictures of your 

meeting place and of your team members, then tuck them and any dream¬ 

enhancing objects under your pillow or mattress. Ask your highest guidance 

for assistance during the night’s adventures. 

Choose one person as commentary editor or take turns writing the 

commentary. Commentajy editors will search the dream reports for group 

themes, hits, conversational subjects, signs of progress or blockage, and clues 

to the next target night’s subject, assuming you’ve decided to use the approach. 

Upon waking, write down your dreams. Title and/or number each 

dream for easy reference. Date them using the night of dreaming as well as 

the day of recall, for example, “May lo-ii, 1989.” Type, word process, or print 

dreams neatly, adding brief personal comments if you choose, and send them 

off immediately to the commentary editor for that session. Keep your dream 

report short. However, little surprises such as cartoons, drawings, jokes, or 

poems are always treasured. 
Editors will mail out commentaries, along with copies of everyone’s 

dream reports, to each team member early enough for them to arrive before 

the next target night. 

Future Forward 

The more we begin to share dreams intentionally and compare our waking 

dream reports on a regular basis, the more we may come to realize the vast 

scale of dreaming interconnectedness that exists between all beings. Carl Jung 

labeled this the collective unconscious-, however, we believe shared dreamers 

are pushing beyond this level of mythic awareness to forge a collective con¬ 

sciousness. 
Having other dreamers recognize us in the dreamstate—even when we 

don’t resemble our waking selves—forces us to reassess who we think we are 

and to begin removing any limitations we’ve placed on our human capabilities. 

The reward for this work is the flowering of newer and deeper levels of trust 

and information sharing. 
Shared dreaming is a complex phenomenon. It may arise from a number 

of sources, such as telepathy, synchronous events, or shared waking experi¬ 

ences on a personal, national, or even global level. However, those of us who 

feel a growing ease with this level of intimacy often find that shared dreaming 

awakens our capacities for compassionate understanding and clear communi¬ 

cation. This awakening may well ba a necessity if we are going to evolve 
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beyond divisive fears and mistrust, as well as illness, pollution, and other chal¬ 

lenges that threaten not only our personal survival but the Earth s. 

The prospects for shared dreaming are rich and varied. They range 

from helping to heal troubled families and developing creative business pro¬ 

jects to dealing with global issues and stimulating research on the nature of 

consciousness by studying what happens when individuals come together in 

altered states to learn and interact in new and different ways.^^ 

An enjoyable and exciting adventure awaits anyone who gathers a group 

of dreamers with similar affinities to create and share with others in the 

dreamstate some innovative approaches to resolving specific problems. Shared 

dreaming may well be a key to creating the possible future. Doris Lessing was 

prophetic in The Mailing of the Representative for Planet Eight when she asked 

us, “Do you imagine you dream for yourself alone.? 
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In a psychic dream, the dreamer supposedly obtains information 

about another persons mental processes {telepathy), the physical 

environment {clairvoyance), or a future event {precognition) in ways 

that appear to transcend Western sciences current understanding of time, 

space, and energy. These dreams are also referred to as anomalous dreams be¬ 

cause of their puzzling nature. 

If a person lives to the age of seventy, he or she may spend as much as 

six years in REM or dreaming sleep,' and most of these dreams—psychic as 

well as ordinary—will be forgotten. Therefore, it is important to study pur¬ 

portedly psychic dreams under rigorous laboratory conditions in order to rule 

out such explanations as coincidence, deception, sensory cues, and faulty 

memory. However, most psychic dreams occur not in the laboratory but spon¬ 

taneously while we are asleep. This does not mean that spontaneous dreams 

are worthless as research material. On the contrary, increasing knowledge 

about dreams may help us avoid some common pitfalls in labeling these 

dreams psychic or anomalous. In this chapter, we will explore some common 

sources of error people make when they decide that a dream is psychic. 

Recent Reality Events and Psychic Dreams 

The fact that recent events are reflected in our dreams has been apparent for 

ages, but it was Freud who categorized several types of so-called day residues,^ 

all of which were assigned the role of mediating unconscious wishes. In con¬ 

trast, Jung and Alder gave primary'attention to the manifest content of 
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dreams. Adler claimed that dreams typically contain an exogenous factor—a 

current provocative event for which the dreamer seeks a solution.^ 

Recent events also have been explored by Montague Ullman, who says 

that an event that is likely to be incorporated in dreams has the quality of nov¬ 

elty in the sense that it catches the person off guard. At the time it is encoun¬ 

tered in waking life, there are no immediately available ways of coping with it. 

According to Ullman, the event is intrusive to the extent that it is linked to 

earlier unsolved issues from the past, or it may be experienced as novel on the 

basis of being truly new and outside the range of past experience.'* This view is 

in keeping with experimental findings. Kramer studied seven subjects for ten 

nights under laboratory conditions and found that “daily activities which 

judges rated as being most prevalent in the nights dreams were the same ac¬ 

tivities to which the subject had given the highest emotional rating.”^ 

In dealing with psychic dreams, unexpected elements are worthy of spe¬ 

cial attention. For example, at the beginning of February a woman told me 

she dreamed that the blue anemones were blooming in her garden. In her 

dream, she was delighted to find a whole bed of vivid blue flowers and bent 

down to look more closely at them. In reality, it was at least two months too 

early for blue anemones to sprout. But the morning following her dream, the 

woman’s brother telephoned her quite unexpectedly, saying, “Do you know 

what I found behind the garage yesterday? The first blue anemones!” 

This correspondence may seem at first glance either precognitive (in¬ 

volving the correct prediction of a forthcoming event—her brother’s com¬ 

ment), clairvoyant (the correct perception of a distant event—the blooming of 

the anemones), or telepathic (the correct identification of another person’s 

thought processes—her brother’s delight in his discovery). On closer inspec¬ 

tion, however, I discovered an alternative explanation. The day before, while 

the woman was cleaning the windows of her home, she kept looking down at a 

bed of blue anemone roots, wondering whether or not they were alive. In her 

brother’s part of the country, the climate is extremely mild, allowing ane¬ 

mones to bloom much earlier. 

In Ullman’s conceptualization, the recent intrusive event (in this case, the 

woman’s gaze at the anemone roots) may have functioned as a polarizing in¬ 

strument, pulling related past events from memory storage and arranging 

them into metaphoric statements about significant relationships (in this case, 

the woman’s relationship with her brother). Or the intrusive event could have 

played its polarizing role by obtaining pertinent information distant in time 

or space, providing the dream content with a psychic element. 

Long experience with dreams has taught me to be particularly attentive 
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to seasonal variations, birthdays, anniversaries, traditional holidays, and fes¬ 

tivals. These may be powerful polarizing instruments in our waking lives as 

well as in our dreams. For example, a young student told me her dream about 

a female friend. In the dream, the friend was deeply depressed and was walk¬ 

ing down to a dark lake to take her life. On awakening, the dreamer felt a 

strong urge to contact her friend, although she thought her fear was irra¬ 

tional. Nevertheless, the urge was irresistible and she called her friend, who 

she discovered was in the middle of a deep depression, relying on antidepres- 

sive drugs to keep her going. 

On the face of it, the dreamer thought that this dream was telepathic. 

The last time the two students had seen each other, the friend was happy and 

fit. However, the dreamer recalled that her friend had experienced an intense 

depression a few years earlier. It was the end of November, it had been raining 

for several weeks, and the sky was overcast and gray. The present dream oc¬ 

curred at the end of November during a period of very similar weather. There 

was no way of proving that the dream was precipitated by “meteorological 

memory,” yet we both found it quite likely that it had sprung from an uncon¬ 

scious link between “depressive weather” and her friend s state of mind. 

When the link between dream content and waking reality is especially 

striking, and when a reasonably skeptical dreamer is unable to identify any 

recent precipitating event around which the dream revolves, the likelihood of 

the dream being anomalous increases. For example, a sixty-year-old woman 

dreamed that the flag on the neighboring farm was at half mast. The dream 

impressed her and she shared it with her husband in the morning. Then, 

while they were still at the breakfast table, the flag at the adjacent farm was 

run up at half mast, signifying that someone was dead. 

Many such dreams can be explained in terms of sensory cues; the 

dreamer may pick up signs of a neighbor s illness, and the unconscious inter¬ 

pretation of these cues as signifying a terminal illness shows up in a dream. 

However; in this case the person who died was a young man who did not live 

at the nearby farm. He apparently had been in good health but collapsed sud¬ 

denly of a cerebral hemorrhage. The neighbors received the news early in the 

morning and sadly ran up their flag at half mast. According to the dreamer, 

there was no possible way in which she could have obtained the news; nor in 

reviewing the previous day could she recall anything she had seen, heard, 

read, or experienced that might have precipitated a dream about flags, death, 

and the neighbors farm. Could the dream have been coincidental? The 

dreamer recalled no other dream that had featured flags. 

We could speculate that the dream was clairvoyant (the dreamer having 
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perceived the distant event), telepathic (the dreamer having perceived the 

neighbor’s thought processes), or precognitive (the dreamer having predicted 

the running up of the flag). But none of these possibilities indicates that the 

dream or the dreamer is pathological; they simply suggest that some un¬ 

known, anomalous process is at work. 

Crisis cases are overrepresented in collections of spontaneous psychic 

dreams.^ The reason may be simply that dreams involving death, accidents, 

and illness are more impressive than trivial ones and are more easily remem¬ 

bered. In time, by chance alone, some of these dreams could be linked to wak¬ 

ing events. On the other hand, the high incidence might reflect the possible bi¬ 

ological function of telepathy as a preverbal emergency channel that may have 

been lost when, in the course of evolution, verbal language developed.^ 

The fact that women’s dreams are overrepresented in collections of psy¬ 

chic dreams* may be due to the fact that emotions and dreams, in the Western 

world, traditionally have been considered the province of females. However, it 

may also reflect the possible origin and function of telepathy as a bridge be¬ 

tween mother and child in situations that are threatening to the child, where 

cries and screams are useless because of distance.^ 

What is the nature of telepathy and related psychic phenomena? The 

popular notion of energy that leaves the sender and travels to the receiver does 

not seem plausible, given the amount of energy that would have to be gener¬ 

ated by the brain to travel over distances. However, the carrier of psychic in¬ 

formation might be conveying extremely low electromagnetic frequencies 

that could be modulated by a distant event or by sender-receiver interaction.'* 

Dream Sensing and Precognition 

Far from being a passive state, REM sleep is a complex state of consciousness 

characterized by a high degree of brain arousal that has been described as 

vigilance," super wakefulness,’^ wakefulness within sleep,'* and activation- 

synthesis.’'' I use the term dream sensing, because in REM sleep we can pick up 

and incorporate in ongoing dreams a number of stimuli from the body and 

the external environment. 

I believe that dream sensing of the body occurs in so-called diagnostic 

dreams. For example, one of my children awakened from a dream in early 

morning, saying; “I dreamed that my zipper had jammed itself under my 

chin. I felt I was choking and pulled and pulled at it. When I woke up, I dis¬ 

covered I was pulling the bedspread.” 
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My son had difficulties relating the dream because of a throat irritation, 

even though he was fine when he went to bed. But during the night he had de¬ 

veloped a sore throat; he suggested that the choking sensation in the dream 

was actually referring to his hoarseness. 

Some diagnostic dreams may be precognitive in nature, because they do 

not appear to depend on bodily signals for their occurrence. For example, a 

young woman began to dream about her contact lenses shattering. In one 

dream they shattered in her eyes, causing severe injuries; in another, they 

projected out of her eyes and were crushed. Some time later, her eyes began to 

secrete a mucuslike substance that spread over her lenses, making it impos¬ 

sible for her to see.'^ At first consideration, this dream could be considered 

precognitive, because contact lenses do not emit body signals. However, the 

bodily reactions that were associated with the mucus secretion could have 

found their way into her dreams before they were manifested externally. 

While we are dreaming, we turn from a public to a private way of exis¬ 

tence. The usual bombardment of external stimuli is strongly dampened in 

REM sleep, while nature draws our attention to the “inner theater.” Even 

though the ratio of internal to external stimuli rises in REM sleep, the 

dreamer is far from being “dead to the world.” On the contrary, the brain can 

admit important material from the outside world when necessary. In addi¬ 

tion, middle-ear muscle activity resembles that which occurs during the wak¬ 

ing state. As a result, dreamers are likely to incorporate into ongoing dreams 

the whispered names of significant others and to shut out random noises.'^ 

These findings have great relevance for the identification of psychic dreams. 

For example, a thirty-year-old man was sleeping on the second floor of a 

farmhouse. During the night he dreamed that his friend, who was on a hunt¬ 

ing trip, was dead. On awakening, he received the news that his friend, who 

had shown no sign of illness earlier, had suddenly dropped dead while hunting 

and had been brought back to the farm that night. The vicar soon arrived to 

console the relatives. 

This dream has many characteristics of a telepathic crisis case, yet the 

dreamer suggested that it might have been an instance of dream sensing. He 

might have overheard portions of the conversations, sobs, and cries from 

downstairs and blended them into a dream message. Whenever the waking 

reality event pictured in a dream occurs within hearing range, we cannot label 

the dream psychic. I have conducted informal experiments in which I have en¬ 

tered the room of children during REM sleep, pretending to steal their be¬ 

longings or scare them. The children’s dreams, as recalled the following 

morning, often contain monsters or thieves. My results are more impressive 
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than most of those obtained in the laboratory when indifferent or meaningless 

stimuli are presented during REM sleep. 

Could dream sensing explain some purportedly precognitive dreams 

that concern such natural catastrophes as earthquakes and landslides.? For ex¬ 

ample, a twenty-two-year-old student living on the west coast of Norway 

dreamed that there had been a terrible avalanche in the region where she 

lived. In the morning she was very disturbed because she felt, as she re¬ 

marked, that it was unavoidable. She told her family about the dream and be¬ 

gan to listen for the news on a radio. She soon learned that indeed there had 

been an unusually large avalanche during the night in which several people 

had been killed. 

It was difficult to ascertain whether the student had her dream before, 

during, or after the avalanche had occurred. Had the dream occurred pre¬ 

vious to the disaster, it could have been precognitive; had it occurred during it 

or afterwards, it could have been clairvoyant. However, this particular student 

lived in a region where inhabitants are aware of the weather conditions often 

associated with avalanches, and such conditions were present at the time of 

the dream. Furthermore, weather forecasts often report whether there is a 

danger of avalanches. In other words, one could attribute the dream to coinci¬ 

dence and/or to an unconscious piecing together of information obtained 

through ordinary means. 

Dream sensing is another alternative. Would the distance between the 

location of the avalanche and the dreamer s home necessarily preclude her 

hearing or feeling the sounds and rumbles of the avalanche.? We should bear 

in mind that natural infrasound may contain wavelengths that come very 

close to audible levels. Propagation of natural infrasound is connected with 

volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, large landslides, and other seismic events. 

Human subjects in laboratory experiments who have been exposed to low fre¬ 

quency sounds have reported visual impressions and bodily sensations. Ex¬ 

tremely low-frequency sounds, in laboratory experiments, have led to feelings 

of anxiety, dizziness, and sickness.** There also have been reports of depres¬ 

sion, headaches, and fatigue associated with infrasound. 

Sleep in general and REM sleep in particular (with its scanning of possi¬ 

ble threats depicted in dramatic visual imagery) may be an ideal state for per¬ 

ceiving infrasound. The background of the dreamer, as well as his or her cur¬ 

rent concerns, could account for the accompanying dream content. Needless 

to say, this is an open question but one deserving more attention than it has 

received. 

There is also the psychodynamic alternative. Some dreamworkers 

•r 
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would view the students dream as a metaphorical expression of her personal 

feelings and existential situation. They would propose that there had been an 

avalanche in her life that “killed” several people. In fact, I have a dream on 

record in which there can be little doubt that a landslide symbolizes the 

dreamer s recent abortion^ 

Arguing against all of these explanations is the dreamer s feeling (if ac¬ 

curately recalled and reported) that this dream was clearly different from any 

of her previous dreams. For example, she was convinced of the avalanches re¬ 

ality and its unavoidability. She was certain that several people had been killed. 

She demonstrated her conviction by turning on the radio and listening to it 

until the tragic news was announced. It is clear that no final decision can be 

made concerning the anomalous nature of this type of dream, but one can 

consider the range of possibilities that exist and can refrain from dismissing 

the dreamer’s concern over catastrophic dream content until a reality check is 

attempted. 

Fine Cuing and Self-Fulfilling Prophecies 

By fine cuing, I mean the verbal and nonverbal cues in social interactions of 

which we are not consciously aware but that often register with us uncon¬ 

sciously. I would also include the weak sonic activity (such as infrasound) and 

the electromagnetic and chemical stimuli in our environment. I believe that 

many purportedly psychic dreams can be explained by fine cuing. The prob¬ 

lem in making this determination is the unknown capacity of the human 

brain for making inferences. Consider the fact that the brain contains about 

20 billion neurons, each of which is in constant communication with 10,000 

others at a rate of at least 100 times per second.*^ This should lead to humility 

among dreamworkers, as well as an openness to the possibility of anomalous 

events. 

Cuing is closely linked to the subtleties of body language. This language 

both reveals and conceals, both conceives and deceives, through deliberate 

movements and gestures and through inadvertent ticks, jerks, voice intona¬ 

tions, and speech cadences. Body language is full of surprises, even to trained 

observers, and it sometimes has great relevance for dreams, such as this one 

related to me by a civil engineer. 

When I was a student at the technological institute at Trondheim, I had a 

wonderful dream. One night in the spring before an examination, I saw the test pa¬ 

per we were going to receive in organic chemistry. I was left with a feeling of strong 
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conviction and told my classmates about the dream. Most of them scoffed at me. But 

you should have seen their faces when the test papers were handed out. My dream 

had hit a bull’s eye! In retrospect, however, the test items I dreamed about were those 

that the instructor had emphasized with his body language during our class sessions. 

I view this dream from the perspective of a similar experience I had 

when I was a student. While attending class, I slipped into a waking reverie. 

Suddenly I became convinced that my Latin professor was reading a passage 

that we were going to be given during our examination. I noticed that he was 

speaking clearly and distinctly. He was slightly flushed and was even pressing 

the chalk more firmly against the blackboard than was his custom. Then he 

asked two of the weakest students to translate the passage and emphasized the 

importance of certain grammatical structures. At home, I studied the passage 

thoroughly and, of course, it appeared on the examination. 

I believe that many so-called psychic exarnination dreams have their 

origins in fine cuing but may appear anomalous because the dreamer is un¬ 

aware of the grammar of body language. Invariably, when I had the oppor¬ 

tunity to question dreamers who report accurate dreams about tests and 

exams, I have found they have been in situations where they could have ob¬ 

tained a number of cues. For example, the dreamers frequently report pre¬ 

examination conversations with their instructors in the classroom, in an 

office, or during a coffee break. Whenever such experiences precede the 

examination dream, fine cuing is a likely explanation. 

In some cases, cuing relates to environmental stimuli rather than to hu¬ 

man interactions. Let us consider the dreams of a hunter. 

During the hunting season, I often have similar dreams while I am camping 

out. I dream that a deer comes running towards me in a place I recognize and 

can locate after awakening. Although the location might seem improbable, ex¬ 

perience has taught me that such dreams are messages as to where I should hide. 

Then the deer might come running towards me just as it had in the dream. I do 

not claim that this happens every time I have such a dream, but it is the general 
rule. 

I would characterize the dreamer as sensible and reliable. He is also a very ex¬ 

perienced hunter with a profound knowledge of deers’ feeding and mating 

behavior, favorite hiding places, and seasonal migration patterns. I suspect 

that he is keenly aware of tracks, odors, winds, light, and a number of other 

subtle cues he would not even be able to pinpoint. While asleep, all of these 

fine cues develop, combine, and produce the image of a deer in a location 

where he unconsciously expects it to appear. 
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The anecdotal literature in parapsychology contains hundreds of reports 

of psychic dreams as well as waking reveries, intuitions, and hunches. Neuro¬ 

scientist Michael Persinger analyzed three collections of these spontaneous 

cases of alleged psychic phenomena, correlating them with global geomag¬ 

netic activity on the day of ^eir occurrence. His results showed that these re¬ 

ported events are more likely to happen on calm, quiet days more free from 

electrical storms or from sunspot activity than the days before or after the pur¬ 

ported psychic experience.^® 

There were several dreams in these collections, but most had not been 

critically examined in regard to alternative explanations. However, Persinger 

and Krippner analyzed the dreams of sixty-two subjects in psychic dream ex¬ 

periments in a laboratory setting that attempted to rule out coincidence, sen¬ 

sory cues, falsification of memory, and other ordinary causal factors. The 

dream reports that Judges had ascertained to contain the highest degree of 

telepathic or clairvoyant content were more likely to occur on calm nights 

with low geomagnetic activity.^' 

In spite of the fact that the most frequently used indices of geomagnetic 

activity are still rather crude and that the extent of the influence of geomag¬ 

netic activity on human behavior remains controversial, I consider these stud¬ 

ies valid and of great interest for our topic. As I mentioned earlier, REM sleep 

is a state in which we attend selectively to significant impinging stimuli; thus it 

is potentially a state where we might expect the organism to be aware of ex¬ 

tremely weak environmental effects. Psychic dreams in a laboratory as well as 

spontaneous cases dealing with psychic information about crises (death, ill¬ 

ness, or accidents) were linked by Persinger with calm geomagnetic condi¬ 

tions. This finding raises the possibility that the carrier for this information is 

disrupted by electrical storms and sunspot activity. Of course, this research is 

still at a very early stage. 

In regard to purportedly precognitive dreams, a self-fulfilling prophecy 

is a common explanation, especially of those dreams that involve unexpected 

meetings with people. For example, you may feel like going to a place where 

you happen to meet someone you dreamed of the previous night. Uncon¬ 

sciously, you may have chosen that location precisely because you “knew” that 

you were likely to meet the dream character there at that time. 

However, there are more complex examples of self-fulfilling prophecies. 

For example, a young lawyer told me that when he was ten years of age, his 

uncle was diagnosed as diabetic. Together with his parents, he visited his uncle 

at the hospital, then he noticed that in front of his uncles room there was a 

kind of balcony. The following night, the boy dreamed that he himself had 
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diabetes and was hospitalized. Then he was on a balcony in front of his room, 

where he stood on his head. A dozen years later he found out that he had dia¬ 

betes. In front of his apartment, there happened to be a small balcony. One day 

when he was on the balcony, he felt an urge to stand on his head; upon doing 

so, he suddenly recalled the dream. 

It is not surprising that the boy s trip to see his sick uncle was reflected in 

a dream the night after the visit; this is just the type of unsettling experience 

that might find its way into a dream. The boy may have been told that juvenile 

diabetes is hereditary and runs in families, so it is understandable that he pic¬ 

tured himself as having diabetes. It is of interest to note that metaphorically 

speaking, standing on one’s head may mean turning one’s world upside 

down—a consequence of being struck by a serious disease. Twelve years later, 

the dream was fulfilled. We might ask whether the dreamer stood on his head 

as an enactment of his own situation. If so, the dream metaphor, far from 

being erased from memory, had been living its secret life in the dreamer’s 

memory. 

As for the dreamer’s contracting diabetes, we may attribute it to the fam¬ 

ily disposition for the condition. More speculatively, however, we may ask 

whether or not he “made himself ill” to fulfill the dream, or—more likely— 

the family myth reflected in the dream. 

We are faced with the problem that the self-fulfilling prophecy as a 

workable model has flimsy theoretical underpinnings. No matter whether a 

dream contains long-term prophecies (such as of future career choices) or 

short-term ones (as of the kind of car we will buy the following week), the op¬ 

erating mechanisms are obscure. Perhaps a self-fulfilling prophecy is made 

unconsciously as a result of childhood conditioning and the ensuing personal 

myth. It could then be reflected in a dream and, if the dream were recalled, 

would give the dreamer an opportunity to prevent the prophecy from taking 

place if the foreseen course of events were unpleasant or disagreeable. 

In summary, psychic dreams present us with an opportunity to conduct 

imaginative research. They have a variety of potential explanations, both ordi¬ 

nary and anomalous. Because psychic dreams are so closely associated with 

the dreamer’s memory system, REM sleep offers a splendid opportunity for 

the joint study of both areas of human capacity. 
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uggesteJ Readings 

Perhaps your appetite has been whetted and you would like to 

know more about dreams and dreamworking. Here are fifteen of 

my favorite books for the general reader, as well as twenty books 

that are more academic in nature. It has been difficult to make a judicious 

selection from the dozens of volumes in bookstores and the hundreds of 

books in the libraries. 

I have eliminated such obvious classics as Sigmund Freud s The Inter¬ 

pretation of Dreams, originally published in 1899 (although Freud s publisher 

placed a 1900 publication date on the volume, being so convinced of the book’s 

importance that he wanted to greet the new century with its explosive con¬ 

tents. Alas, the book sold only 351 copies during its first six years in print.) I 

also have left out some excellent books that are difficult to locate, such as the 

1974 anthology The New World of Dreams, edited by J. L. Woods and H. B. 

Greenhouse, which presents a more comprehensive mosaic of dream life than 

anything published before or since. 

I have listed only books published since 1979. I have not included such 

splendid works as The Clinical Use of Dreams by Walter Bonime, A/g/i/ Life by 

Rosalynd Cartwright, The Dream Game by Ann Faraday, and The New Psy¬ 

chology of Dreaming by Richard Jones. So, within the space limitations of this 

appendix and leaving out my own work, I would like to introduce you to these 

titles. 

Books for the General Reader 

Bosnak, R. A Little Course in Dreamj:.A Basic Handbook ofjungian Dreamwork- 

Boston: Shambhala, 1988. 
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Constable, G., ed. Dreams and Dreaming. Alexandria, VA: Time-Life Books, 

1990. 

Delaney, G. Living Your Dreams: Using Sleep to Solve Problems and Enrich Your 

Life, rev. ed. San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1988. 

Domhoff, G. W. The Mystique of Dreams: A Search for Utopia through Senoi 

Dream Theory. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985. 

Garfield, P. Women’s Bodies, Womens Dreams. New York: Ballantine, 1988. 
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Dreams. Los Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, 1985. 
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New York: Fireside/Simon and Schuster, 1989. 

Maybruck, P. Pregnancy and Dreams. Los Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, 1989. 

Morris, J. The Dream Workbook^: Discover the Knowledge and Power Hidden in 

Your Dreams. Boston: Little, Brown, 1985. 
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Creative New Ways! Virginia Beach, VA: Inner Vision, 1985. 

Savary, L. M.; Berne, P. H.; and Williams, S. K. Dreams and Spiritual Growth: 

A Christian Approach to Dreamworl{. New York: Paulist Press, 1984. 
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cisco: Harper and Row, 1988. 

Ullman, M., and Limmer, C., eds. The Variety of Dream Experience: Expanding 

Our Ways of Wording with Dreams. New York: Continuum, 1987. 

Ullman, M., and Zimmerman, N. Wording with Dreams: Self-Understanding, 

Problem-Solving, and Enriched Creativity through Dream Appreciation. Los 

Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, 1979. 

Additional References 

Almansi, G., and Begun, C. Theatre of Sleep: An Anthology of Literary Dreams. 

London: Pan Books, 1986. 

Edel, L. Stujf of Sleep and Dreams: Experiments in Literary Psychology. New 

York: Harper and Row, 1982. 

Foulkes, T). Dreaming: A Cognitive-Psychological Analysis. Hillsdale, NJ: Law¬ 

rence Erlbaum, 1985. 
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New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989. 

Mahrer, A. R. Dream JVor^ in Psychotherapy and Self-Change. New York: 

W. W. Norton, 1989. 
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1986. 
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amines emerging evidence and developments in the fields of parapsychology, 

near-death studies, consciousness research, new-paradigm biology, and 

physics, helping the reader to arrive at an optimistic, yet informed and ra¬ 

tional, answer to the question “what survives the body after death.?” $12.95 

Tradepaper, 304 pages 
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PSYCHOLOGY 

A NEW CONSCIOUSNESS READER 

With the morning light, tens of thousands of people awaken and 

record their dreams in a special journal. Many others meet in grassroots 

dream groups to discuss their nighttime adventures. Still others in psycho¬ 

therapy work with dreams to understand their deeper feelings and mo¬ 

tives. Never before has there been a time when the value of our dream life 

has been so widely recognized. 

In this rich collection of thirty original essays by the leading authori¬ 

ties on dreams, readers will find many clues to decoding the language of 

the night. Contributors offer insights into dreams as a universal and spe¬ 

cial source of knowledge whose messages can bring growth, healing, and 

wisdom. They also teU us how we can interpret our dreams according to 

several different traditions. Many other topics on the frontiers of dream- 

work are explored as well, such as shared dreaming, lucid dreaming, psy¬ 

chic dreaming, brain research, dreams and creativity, dreams and health 

problems, and gender differences in dreams. Contributors include: 

• Gayle Delaney on personal and professional problem solving in dreams 

• June Singer on the Jungian approach to dreamwork 

• Montague Ullman on doing dreamwork without professional help 

• Patricia Garfield on women’s body images revealed in dreams 

• Stanley Krippner on tribal shamans and their travels into dreamtime 

• Ernest Hartmann on nightmares 

• Jayne I. Gackenbach on lucid dreams 

• Kenneth Atchity on dreams, literature, and the arts 

For anyone interested in this subject. Dreamtime and Dreamwork is 
a fascinating, state-of-the-art collection. 

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., is a professor of psychology at Saybrook 

Institute in San Francisco and former director of the Dream Laboratory 

at Maimonides Medical Center, Brooklyn. In a dozen volumes and more 

than 700 articles, he has investigated developments in consciousness 

research, education, and healing. Krippner has served as president of 

the Association for Humanistic Psychology, the Parapsychological Associa¬ 

tion, and the American Psychological Association’s Division of Humanistic 

Psychology. He is a fellow of the American Psychological Association, the 

American Psychological Society, the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis, 

and the Society for the Scientific Study of Sex. 
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