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INTRODUCTION

Dreams have long exercised a fascination over the human imagination. We spend approximately one-third of our lives in a state of sleep, much of the night filled with dreams. Peculiarly vivid or disturbing dreams leave behind impressions that are hard to dismiss. But what are dreams? And what significance, if any, do they have for the dreamer?

As early as the fourth century B.C.E., the Chinese philosopher Chuang-tzu raised the following conundrum:


While men are dreaming, they do not perceive that it is a dream. Some will even have a dream in a dream, and only when they awake they know it was all a dream. And so, when the Great Awakening comes upon us, shall we know this life to be a great dream. Fools believe themselves to be awake now.

Once upon a time, I, Chuang-tzu, dreamed I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, to all intents and purposes a butterfly. I was conscious only of following my fancies as a butterfly, and was unconscious of my individuality as a butterfly. Suddenly I was awakened, and there I lay myself again. Now I do not know whether I was a man dreaming I was a butterfly, or whether I am a butterfly now dreaming I am a man.



There are various ways of responding to Chuang-tzu’s observations. Some traditional cultures may place the realm of dreams on an equal footing with the realm of everyday consciousness, as Chuang-tzu appears to do. This is clearly the case for Australian aborigines who choose in some cases not to distinguish between waking events and dream events. Chuang-tzu’s remarks also suggest that perhaps the world as we ordinarily experience it is no more real than a dream. Traditional Eastern philosophies often espouse the assertion that this world is as illusory as a dream.

Dreams often seem to be experiences of a confused parallel world. Reflecting on this experience, we may speculate that during dreams we travel to a real, alternate realm. It has been suggested that one of the principal sources of this idea—a spiritual world distinct from the physical—is dreams. If this hypothesis is true, even partially, then dreams contribute to one of the basic notions of religion.

It has also been hypothesized that dreams may be linked to the idea of a soul distinct from the body. During dreams, we have the experience of traveling to other realms, interacting with people, and doing various things simultaneously while the physical body remains confined to its bed. While the dream realm is shadowy and even surreal, it nevertheless feels like a real place. Because the experience is so real, it is easy to speculate that during dreams the conscious self somehow separates from the body. If we add to this the common experience of meeting departed friends and relatives in dreams, it is no great step to conclude that the same “soul” that separates from the body during dreams also survives the death of the body.

Yet another broad area of agreement among world cultures is that communication between this world and the otherworld—between gods and mortals, or between the living and the dead—is possible. Prophets, as well as the founders of new religious sects, often claim to receive privileged communications from the gods. If dreams constitute experiences with the realm of the spirit, then one possible model for divine-human communication is the dream state.

Dreams and Visions through the Ages: In many cultures, little or no distinction is made between visions and divine message dreams, indicating some intangible quality that waking visions share with dreams. This is especially the case in the Judeo-Christian-Islamic complex of religions. In this family of traditions, religious truth is communicated via direct revelation from God or through one of His messenger angels. When God’s message is communicated by an angel in the writings of the Hebrew prophets, it is sometimes difficult to determine whether the message is being delivered in a dream or in a waking vision.

Similarly, no distinction between the sleeping dream and the waking vision was made at the time of Muhammad, who received spiritual instruction in both states. Dreams played an important role in the life of the Prophet, who received his first revelation and became conscious of his vocation in a dream vision. Significantly, his initiation into the mysteries of the cosmos occurred during a great dream known as the Night Journey.

The visionary aspect of dreams prompted the ancients to seek dreams for guidance and even for healing, a practice known as dream incubation. Dream incubation was extremely popular in the ancient world and was a major phenomenon in societies as diverse as ancient Mesopotamia (Iraq), Egypt, Greece, and Rome. The practice of dream incubation in the temples of the ancient world might have developed independently in Mesopotamia and Egypt, or the practice might have emerged in one of these societies and later migrated to the other. The intense focus of Mesopotamians on divination—predicting the future—suggests Mesopotamia as the ultimate source of this practice, indicating that the first systematic use of dream incubation was for the purpose of gaining knowledge of the future.

This contrasts with the Hellenistic period in which the primary purpose of dream incubation was for healing, principally at temples dedicated to the healer-turned-god Aesculapius. The practice continued into the Christian era, with reports of worshippers seeking dream-healing at Catholic pilgrimage sites (particularly at churches built over the remains of Aesculapius’s temples) as late as the early twentieth century.

The largest and most complete compilation of dream lore to survive from the ancient world, the Oneirocritica (“The Interpretation of Dreams”), was written by a second-century Greek, Artemidorus of Daldis. Artemidorus’s overarching concern was with divination. This was the dominant approach to dream interpretation until the advent of modern psychology and psychoanalysis.

Dreams and Nightmares in the Middle Ages: All cultures and all time periods report nightmares. The word “nightmare” derives from the Anglo-Saxon word “mare,” meaning demon, which is related to the Sanskrit words “Mara,” meaning destroyer, and “mar,” meaning to crush. The word “nightmare,” therefore, carries with it connotations of being crushed by demonic forces. In this particular type of dream, the dreamer often feels helpless in the face of danger and experiences overwhelming fear and anxiety. Originally, this was thought to be caused by an actual visitation of a night fiend.

Given the widespread belief in demons before the contemporary period, it is only natural that the common experience of nightmares would often be explained in terms of the intrusion of demonic forces. This explanation is so widespread, in fact, that it is not unusual to find special prayers and ceremonies intended to protect the sleeper from evil entities. Despite the many revelatory dreams recorded in the Bible, the Christian tradition has generally taken a negative attitude towards dreaming. Some medieval churchmen went so far as to denounce all dreams as creations of the Devil. Speculation on the demonic status of nightmares with Christianity goes back to the early Church.

Tertullian was a third century lawyer-turned-priest who was the first significant Christian theologian to write in Latin rather than Greek. Eight chapters of his A Treatise on the Soul deal with the closely related phenomena of sleep and dreams. Tertullian felt that the ongoing activity of the mind in dreams while the body was motionless in sleep proved that the soul was independent of the body, and thus immortal. As part of his adherence to the idea of the disjunction between the body and the soul during sleep, he discounted the idea that the condition of the body (e.g., whether one was fasting or had eaten spicy food the preceding day) influenced one’s dreams. He was also critical of the idea that the soul left the body and traveled during sleep. Tertullian classified dreams according to their source. While God was responsible for many dreams, so were demons, he believed. With respect to the later, Tertullian asserted confidently that dreamers would not be held responsible for sins committed in their sleep anymore than they would receive crowns in heaven for imaginary acts of martyrdom.

Macrobius was a fourth-century Christian writer whose Commentary on the Dream of Scipio became the most influential dream book of medieval Europe. Compared with his contemporaries, Macrobius had a negative and superstitious interpretation of dreams. Clearly indebted to the Oneirocritica, the dreambook of the great pagan dream interpreter Artemidorus, Macrobius added material on apparitions and nightmares—topics not explicitly covered by Artemidorus. Macrobius also included a discussion of incubi and succubi, the sexual demons who seduced virtuous men and women in their sleep and who became highly popular creatures in medieval European demonological lore. While these beings are rooted in earlier Jewish folklore, Macrobius appears to have been the person to introduce them into Christianity.

Of particular importance for the Middle Ages was St. Jerome’s mistranslation of certain key biblical passages that, in the original, read something along the lines of “You shall not practice augury witchcraft.” In Jerome’s translation, which became authoritative, the same passage reads, “You shall not practice augury nor observe dreams.” These explicit condemnations, in combination with the admonitions of writers like Macrobius who warned against the attacks of demons in one’s sleep, served effectively to condemn dreams as little more than stages for Satan’s minions to tempt the souls of the faithful.

The medieval attitude is expressed in, for example, the sixteenth-century work De Magia by Benedict Peterius, a Jesuit priest: “[T]he devil is most always implicated in dreams, filling the minds of men with poisonous superstition and not only uselessly deluding but perniciously deceiving them.”

Nowhere is this suspicion of dreams more clearly demonstrated than in the notion of incubi and succubi—demons who, during their “victims’“ dreams, took the form of handsome men and seduced women in their sleep, as well as demons who took the form of beautiful women and seduced men in their sleep. These creatures were particularly useful for explaining sexual dreams in a society in which any form of illicit sex was viewed as demonic and sexual desire was regarded as a weak point through which evil forces could subvert even the most upright Christian. This was an especially crucial point for monastics, for whom celibacy was part of their most sacred vows. Given this general perspective, it was almost inevitable that sexual dreams should come to be viewed as the work of the Devil. One can imagine the dismay of clergy, monks, and nuns who awakened with vivid memories of erotic dreams. By attributing such dream images to evil spirits who seduced them in their sleep, they could absolve themselves of responsibility for such dreams.

The Psychological Approach to Dreams: The contemporary approach views dreams as indicating something about our psychological dynamics. This approach results from the work of Sigmund Freud and other practitioners in the tradition of depth psychology. Part of what makes the psychoanalytic approach compelling is that it explains why dreams should be interpreted.

Freud theorized that dreams allow us to satisfy socially unacceptable sexual and aggressive urges during sleep. So that we do not awaken as a result of the strong emotions that would be evoked if we dreamed about the literal fulfillment of such desires, the part of the mind that Freud called the “censor” transforms dream content to disguise its true meaning. This transformation results in dreams that often seem strange and even bizarre.

By way of contrast, Freud’s disciple Carl Jung pictured the unconscious self as a complex mix of lower instinctual and higher spiritual impulses. Instead of concealing, the purpose of a dream is to communicate something to the consciousness. The unconscious, in other words, harbors a kind of intelligence that attempts to guide and otherwise assist the conscious self. The language of the unconscious is, however, indirect and symbolic, and requires interpretation. Jungian dream analysis is thus a method of helping clients to properly interpret the messages coming from the unconscious.

Other schools of depth psychology that are derived from the larger Freudian/Jungian tradition have also approached dreams as documents from the unconscious mind that have been shaped by our psychological state. In each of these schools of thought, dreams are regarded as less-than-clear communications that require some form of interpretation before they reveal their true meanings. This basic interpretative orientation is evident in Gestalt therapy in which clients act out various dream components as a strategy for discovering, or interpreting, the meaning of dreams. Another interpretive strategy in Gestalt therapy calls for the dreamer to set up a dialogue between different components of a dream, and then to analyze the meanings that emerge from the dialogue.

Psychological Approaches to Nightmares: The modern psychiatric phrase used to refer to nightmares is dream anxiety attack. In everyday conversation, however, anxiety dream is often used. Anxiety dream most often refers to a nightmare that leaves you feeling anxious after you awaken. These two terms are sometimes used interchangeably, but they have different connotations. These differences resemble the differences between the psychiatric definitions of “free-floating” anxiety and phobic anxiety. Anxiety dreams are akin to free-floating anxieties; a variety of different situations can trigger them. Nightmares, however, more closely resemble phobic anxieties, being specific to one situation. Phobic anxiety is an exaggerated fear of objects, animals, or situations, and they are believed to be manifestations of ancient, instinctive response patterns.

The common characteristic of any anxiety dream, regardless of how it is referred to, is a feeling of fear or anxiety throughout the dream. Often these emotions linger after the dreamer awakens. The occurrence of what has been termed delayed anxiety dreams are not as common. A delayed anxiety dream is a dream that is pleasant or enjoyable while we sleep, but that causes distress when one remembers it after waking. A common theme in these particular dreams is incest. This does not mean that the dreamer actually has these taboo inclinations, but often points to other, unresolved issues.

Jung’s theory of nightmares maintained that they serve as compensation for our conscious attitude, reflecting worries and fears that plague our waking lives. Freud, on the other hand, held a variety of different views on nightmares. Initially, he attributed nightmares to a failure of the “censor” programmed into us by society. He insisted that this accounts for the majority of anxiety dreams. Freud’s theory seems to apply better to phenomena like delayed anxiety dreams. Freud later put forward the view that even nightmares could be the subconscious’s attempt at wish fulfillment. He maintained that humans want to be frightened—a position supported by, for example, our interest in horror movies and roller coasters.

Anxiety is the second stage our bodies go through in a “fight or flight” situation. Vigilance is the state of consciousness that precedes anxiety. Vigilance shifts to anxiety only after a perceived danger or an immediate threat is encountered. If the threat is not controlled, anxiety will shift to fear, then panic, and eventually terror. The body’s response to a terrifying situation is to release adrenaline. This hormone brings on the “fight or flight” response. The physical signs of terror are heart palpitations, labored breathing, trembling, sweating, and gastro-intestinal disturbances—all arising directly from adrenaline in the bloodstream. Although this is most often the formula our bodies use when dealing with a stressful situation in the waking world, it also applies to the changes that occur in our physical and psychological being when we experience nightmares.

Modern Dream Theories: Few modern analysts would adhere to the classical psychoanalytic approach. Taking a more practical, less therapeutically oriented approach, they would consider at least some dreams little more than residues of recent experiences. If, for instance, we spent the day driving across the country, it would not be unusual to dream about driving down a highway, and such a dream would not necessarily conceal any deeper significance.

Some of the more unusual items in dream landscapes come from the dreaming mind’s tendency to give concrete expression to figures of speech. Thus, if someone has a dream in which his or her employer is swimming in a lake, it may indicate that he or she wants to tell the boss to go “jump in a lake.” Other dreams are more complex, requiring a detailed knowledge of the dreamer’s life before they can be interpreted.

While the meanings of a few dreams are reasonably straightforward, many others appear disconnected and nonsensical. The surrealistic quality of most dreams—a quality that causes them to be highly resistant to interpretation—has influenced many people to dismiss dreams as altogether meaningless. This evaluation finds scientific expression in the activation-synthesis model of dreaming. First proposed in 1977, the activation-synthesis model postulates that dreams are the result of the forebrain’s attempts to understand the random electrical signals that are generated by the hindbrain during sleep.

In normal waking consciousness, the forebrain sorts through various kinds of internal and external sensory input to create a meaningful experience of the world. Faced with a barrage of disconnected, random inputs generated by more primitive areas of the brain during sleep, the higher mental centers attempt to impose order on the incoming messages, creating whatever narrative structure dreams have. The many dreams that are just masses of incoherent images represent incoming groups of signals that the brain was simply not able to synthesize.

For anyone who has been frustrated with attempts to understand dreams, the activation-synthesis theory holds a certain appeal. However, because almost everyone has had at least a few truly insightful dreams, the theory is ultimately unsatisfying. On a more empirical level, it is an incomplete theory because it does not offer an explanation for such phenomena as common dream themes.

Almost everyone seems to have experienced certain types of dreams. These include such common dream scenarios as falling, flying, and finding oneself naked in public. Such shared dreams arise from experiences and anxieties fundamental to the human condition.

Falling is a good example of a shared dream motif. Psychologists speculate that falling dreams are rooted in our early experiences as toddlers taking our first steps. If this hypothesis is correct, then our childhood experience leaves a deep imprint in our brain that is somehow activated in adult life during periods of high anxiety. Some sociobiologists have further speculated that our fear of falling ultimately derives from an inherited instinct or reflex bequeathed by our prehistoric ancestors, who bore the risk of tumbling out of trees during the night.

Sleep Research: It is easy to understand the desire to ground the study of dreams in measurable physiological phenomena. Because dreams are so subjective, they frustrate the methods of objective, empirical science. While there are some important precursors, modem laboratory-oriented dream research did not really get off the ground until the 1953 discovery of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, and the subsequent linking of REM sleep with dreaming. Although later studies showed that significant dreaming could take place during non-REM sleep, the postulate of a close correlation between dreams and REM sleep guided scientific dream research for over a decade.

Prior to the discovery of this correlation, researchers had outlined four stages of sleep. These stages were measured in terms of the electrical activity of the brain—specifically, in terms of brainwave activity—with the aid of an electroencephalogram (EEG). The levels range from Stage 1, which represents the state we are in just as we enter sleep, to Stage 4, which is deep sleep. Most dreaming occurs during Stage 2, when we are experiencing REM sleep. For a normal young adult, the typical sleep cycle—the cyclic alternation between REM sleep and deeper levels of sleep—lasts about 90 minutes. Healthy adults tend to go through between four and six such cycles every evening, although there is much variation in the cycle with respect to age.

One of the more interesting lines of research to emerge out of modern scientific sleep study is the relatively recent investigation of lucid dreaming. People are lucid dreaming when they are aware that they are in the midst of a dream. The most unusual aspect of this state is that lucid dreamers can consciously alter the content of their dreams. This characteristic has led researchers to explore the possibilities of utilizing lucid dreaming for the treatment of nightmares and for other therapeutic purposes. The first recorded reference to lucid dreaming is in Aristotle’s On Dreams, in which he says that “often when one is asleep, there is something in consciousness which declares that what then presents itself is but a dream.” Other historical figures, such as Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas Aquinas, have mentioned lucid dreaming in their writings, as well.

For the most part, the intangible nature of this unusual state of consciousness discouraged psychologists from giving serious attention to lucid dreaming, until Stephen LaBerge began publishing the results of his remarkable research in the 1980s. LaBerge, who had experienced lucid dreams since childhood, resolved to study the phenomenon scientifically during his psychology graduate program at Stanford University. The difference between LaBerge’s work and that of all previous researchers was that he found a way for dreamers to send messages to researchers while experiencing lucid dreams. LaBerge eventually trained dozens of subjects to dream lucidly and communicate with researchers while asleep.

LaBerge was eventually able to train his subjects to perform a variety of tasks in their dreams—from counting to flying—and to signal the experimenter when their tasks were complete. The results of these experiments were reported in LaBerge’s popular 1985 book on the subject, Lucid Dreaming. The success of this work stimulated the nationwide formation of dream groups. The mass media also became interested in the idea, and the implications of lucid dreaming were discussed in innumerable articles and on countless talk shows.

The Mythological Aspect of Dreaming: Beyond the specific topic of lucid dreaming, the more general subject of interpreting and understanding dreams appears to be enjoying a resurgence of interest. New books on dreams appear monthly—volumes ranging from scientific studies to self-help books. A trip to any substantial local book store finds several shelves devoted to the subject. At least part of the resurgence of interest in dreams is tied to the emergence of mythology as a popular topic.

Myths are traditional stories that often relate fantastic encounters with gods and spiritual powers that occur in a visionary and “dreamlike” manner. The contemporary connection between dreams and myths was established by depth psychology, particularly the school of thought initiated by Carl Jung. Jung found that the dreams of his clients frequently contained images that seemed to reflect symbols that could be found somewhere in the mythological systems of world culture. He theorized that myths were manifestations of the collective unconscious, a part of the mind that acts as a storehouse of myths and symbols, and which he viewed as the ultimate source of every society’s mythology. According to Jung, the collective unconscious also shapes some of the images found in dreams.

In recent years, the notion of mythology as a positive factor in human culture has been popularized through the work of Joseph Campbell and other writers whose work flows out of the Jungian perspective. Thanks to their work, mythology, in the sense of “sacred story,” is now viewed as something worthwhile and even necessary for human beings. Campbell’s restatement of the Jungian view was that dreams are individual myths, and myths are society’s dreams. In Campbell’s own words from his much-publicized television interview with Bill Moyers:


Dream is a personal experience of that deep, dark ground that is the society’s dream. The myth is the public dream and the dream is the private myth. If your private myth, your dream, happens to coincide with that of society, you are in good accord with your group. If it isn’t, you’ve got an adventure in the dark forest ahead of you. (The Power of Myth, p. 40)



Dreams and the New Age: Yet another factor in the resurgence of interest in dreams is the long-range impact of the new age movement. The new age, which represents a popular movement that draws on an older occult/metaphysical subculture, has influenced the larger society to take more seriously topics that were formerly regarded as marginal and unimportant.

The new age movement has tended to latch onto several aspects of the popular interest in dreams. For example, new dream dictionaries, containing interpretations of specific dream images, have been composed to express a new age perspective. Like its approach to and reevaluation of the other occult arts (e.g., astrology and meditation), the new age approach to dreams sees them as tools for transformation and healing, as expressed in the title of Patricia Garfield’s popular 1992 book, The Healing Power of Dreams.

The new age movement has also embraced lucid dreaming. Beyond the work of Stephen LaBerge, the notion of lucid dreaming is evidenced in the works of Carlos Castaneda, and through various forms of dream yoga from Eastern religions. As with other new age topics, lucid dreaming is also viewed as a potential tool for healing and self-transformation.

The basic philosophical tenet of the new age movement is that the world as we experience it is malleable with respect to human intention; or, as it is more colloquially expressed, you create your own reality. While this precept is of questionable applicability to the world of waking consciousness, it clearly applies to the realm of dreams. In so-called “dream programming” techniques, for example, the dreamer decides what she or he wishes to dream, and then attempts to “convince” the subconscious with a firm resolution to have dreams on a particular topic. For many individuals, this technique is surprisingly effective.

Another way of influencing dreams is to consciously reshape one’s dream landscape. Because the dream landscape is a product of the dreamer’s mind, it should be possible to simply will the dream to change. Again, this is often surprisingly effective if one has already mastered the technique of lucid dreaming. Some healers and therapists have begun to make therapeutic use of this technique, asking people who are nightmare prone, for instance, to attempt to manipulate their dreams so that they will have happy endings.

What will the future bring? Will we program our dreams as readily as we program our TV sets? While it is difficult to anticipate the future, clearly the last word has not been said on the subject. Until then, the pages that follow will provide the reader with a compendium of humankind’s attempts to understand and come to terms with dreams.

The Dream Encyclopedia attempts to encompass all facets of the popular interest in dreams, as well as provide a broad overview of contemporary scholarly studies of dreaming. Of special note is that The Dream Encyclopedia highlights notions of dreams in different cultures and in different historical periods. In the following pages, you will find entries on everything from dreams in the Bible to dreams among the Senoi of Malaysia to modern-day sleep research. To provide you with a thorough treatment of a topic, all entries include boldface cross-references to topics detailed elsewhere in The Dream Encyclopedia. A bibliography for further information is also provided at the back of this book. A special effort has been made to include up-to-the-minute sources, while never dismissing the core texts in the field.

If you’re interested in grappling with the meanings of your dreams, consult this book’s dream dictionary, which contains over 1,000 dream symbol explanations. The dictionary makes no pretense of being exhaustive or of offering the final word on the meanings of dreams. The interpretations are meant, rather, to be suggestive rather than definitive.

I wish you happy reading and pleasant dreams!

—Evelyn Dorothy Oliver
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ABRAHAM

Like Jacob and Joseph, the patriarch Abraham, ancestor of the Hebrew nation, was one of the most prolific dreamers in the Hebrew Bible. The first dream reported in Genesis is a dream by Abraham:


When the sun was setting, a deep sleep overcame Abram…. Then the Lord said to him, “Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions. You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age. In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure.” (Gen. 15:12–16)



Prior to this particular occasion, God had appeared several times to Abraham and spoken with him, but this is the only time God ever came to Abraham in a vision.

In the sleeplike condition that overcame his senses, Abraham was awake to spiritual impressions and was in a condition where God alone could be seen and heard—everything else was excluded. In this manner the establishing of the Hebrew covenant, as well as the prophecy for Abraham’s descendants for the next several centuries, was deeply impressed upon his consciousness.

ACTIVATION-SYNTHESIS MODEL OF DREAMING

The activation-synthesis model of dreaming was proposed in 1977 by Robert McCarley and J. Allan Hobson of Harvard Medical School. Examining the purely physiological correlates of dreaming, Hobson and McCarley believed they had put forward a hypothesis that refuted the notion that dreams are meaningful, especially as this notion was formulated by Sigmund Freud and promulgated in the tradition of dream interpretation he initiated.
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An 1870 engraving by Gustave Dore depicts Abraham visited by three angels, one of whom tells him that the city of Sodom will be destroyed. Abraham also dreamed that God foretold that His people would be enslaved.

During rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, the stage of sleep most closely connected with dreaming, a portion of the brain called the pons (located in the primitive hindbrain) generates electrical signals that go to many different brain areas, including those associated with motor activities, sensory activities, and conscious thought. Hobson and McCarley hypothesized that one of the effects of this electrical activity is to send a series of essentially random images, feelings, and so forth to the higher mental centers of the forebrain. This is the “activation” stage of the theory.

In normal waking consciousness, the forebrain sorts through various kinds of internal and external sensory input to create a meaningful experience of the world. Faced with a barrage of disconnected inputs during REM sleep, the higher mental centers attempt to impose order on the incoming messages, creating whatever narrative structure dreams have. This is the “synthesis” stage of the theory. Many dreams are just masses of incoherent images representing incoming groups of signals that the brain was simply not able to synthesize.

For anyone who has been exasperated by the convolutions of Freudian or other schools of dream interpretation, the activation-synthesis theory has a certain iconoclastic appeal because it dismisses dreams as just so much nonsense. However, because almost everyone has had at least a few truly insightful dreams, the theory is ultimately unsatisfying. Also, on a purely physiological level, it is an incomplete theory because it does not offer an explanation for the dreams that occur during non-REM sleep.

ADAPTIVE THEORY

Adaptive theory speculates that species-wide sleep patterns developed as a way of adapting to the environment. Grazing animals, for example, sleep relatively few hours a day in short bursts. According to adaptive theory, this is a response to the necessity of constant alertness for predators. By way of contrast, animals with few natural enemies, such as opossums and gorillas, sleep up to fifteen hours per day. Adaptive theory hypothesizes that the sleep pattern of human beings developed after the species began living in caves, which offered protection from encounters with powerful nighttime predators.

ADLER, ALFRED

Alfred Adler (1870–1937) was an Austrian psychiatrist who developed a personality theory referred to as individual psychology. He was at one time closely associated with Sigmund Freud, but broke with Freud to develop his own form of psychotherapy. Adler placed much less emphasis on dreams than other schools of psychiatry, and his attitude toward dreams is somewhat inconsistent. Even though he did not develop a full-blown theory of dreams, his thoughts on this subject had a significant influence on later dream theorizing.

To oversimplify the difference between Freud and Adler, Freud focused on sex and aggression and Adler focused on power and status. Adler viewed much human motivation as originating during the lengthy period of childhood, when we are relatively powerless to control our lives. In response to this feeling of helplessness, the human being, according to Adler, develops a powerful urge to master his or her world. This desire for control and mastery becomes the central drive in human life.

Dreams would clearly have a different significance for Adler than they had for Freud. In Freudian theory, dreams are fundamentally arenas within which inner tensions, many of them safely hidden from view in the unconscious, could be safely discharged. Often these tensions have roots in infantile conflicts, making dreams past-oriented. For Adler, on the other hand, dreams become part of the larger project of the individual to master his or her life. In particular, dreams come about as a result of an effort—whether that effort is effective or not—to anticipate future situations, so as to allow us to imaginatively prepare for them. Although dreams are intended to help the dreamer acquire more control over his or her world, Adler recognized that many dreams are maladaptive, in the sense that, if one were to actually follow their guidance, the practical results would be to detract from, rather than enhance, the goal of mastery over one’s environment.

Adler’s views provide a radically different perspective on dreams from Freud’s. For Freud dreams serve to discharge inner tensions originating in the past and hidden in the unconscious, whereas for Adler the function of dreams is to anticipate the future. Also, one of the results of Adler’s portrayal of dreams is to make them more related to the thoughts and motivations of waking consciousness, in marked contrast to Freud’s portrayal, which emphasizes the disjunction between the waking and the dreaming state. Adler’s ideas, particularly as developed and formulated by later theorists, have influenced many contemporary therapists.

AESCULAPIUS

Aesculapius (or Asclepius) was the most popular healing divinity of the Hellenistic world. He was a mortal son of Apollo, who was slain by Zeus for daring to bring people back from the dead. Taught the healing arts by the centaur Chiron, he was a healer by profession. He gradually evolved into a god, and by the end of the classical period he was one of the most popular deities of the Greek pantheon.

The central asclepieion (temple dedicated to Aesculapius) was situated six miles inland from the Greek city of Epidaurus, the birthplace of the legendary healer. This temple was established in the sixth or seventh century B.C.E. and was the focus of Aesculapius worship for over eight hundred years. The cult of Aesculapius was officially transplanted to Rome in 293 B.C.E. when the asclepieion at Epidaurus sent a giant snake regarded as a form of Aesculapius himself to Rome in order to halt a disastrous plague. The subsequent waning of the plague was attributed to Aesculapius, and he became a popular god among the Romans. At least two hundred asclepieions were know to have existed in the Greco-Roman world.

The principal activity at the asclepieions was the seeking of cures via the technique of dream incubation, the practice of seeking dreams for specific purposes—for everything from healing to practical guidance. (Dream incubation was extremely popular in the ancient world and seems to have originated as a method of divination in ancient Mesopotamia.) People went to asclepieions to “camp out” and sleep with the intention of receiving a healing dream from Aesculapius. Particularly in the earliest centuries of the cult, it was believed that the dream directly cured the pilgrim. However, as the cult evolved, it came to be regarded as acceptable if the dream merely provided information that, if followed, would lead to a cure. Aesculapius himself sometimes appeared in the seeker’s dreams, touched the diseased part of the body with his finger, and then disappeared. In other healings, he appeared in the form of a dog or a snake.

The dreamer fasted and engaged in other rituals before lying down to sleep. In cases where the temple was too far away from the person seeking dream guidance, or when the person was too sick to undertake the required fasts, sacrifices, cold baths, or other rituals, a surrogate could go through the rituals for the seeker. Priests assisted pilgrims in performing the proper rituals and were also available to help interpret their dreams.

AGE AND DREAMS

Sleep patterns vary markedly across different age groups, with people sleeping progressively less soundly in later life. Stage 4, or deep sleep, in particular, practically disappears among the elderly. Studies of dreams through the life cycle have shown less dramatic patterns. For instance, in one study that subdivided subjects into four age groups—21–34, 35–49, 50–64, and 65 and over subjects in the 21–34 and 50–64 groups reported having more dreams than the other two groups. Content-wise, the most dramatic finding was a direct correlation between age and frequency of dreams about death and dying. Dream content also changes among the retired (especially the institutionalized) elderly, who often experience dreams about lack of resources. Finally, dreams among those who are dying often include the theme of life after death.

AGUARUNA

The Aguaruna are a people who inhabit Peru’s northern region, where they support themselves through horticulture, hunting, and fishing. Although the interest in dreams and visions among this people has been declining in recent years, it still plays an important role in their response to contemporary problems and in day-to-day decision making.

According to the Aguaruna, dreams may reveal emergent possibilities and events that are developing but have not yet occurred or become fully accomplished facts. Dreams are generally regarded as taking place during the wanderings of the soul during sleep, when it encounters other souls and discovers their intentions. However, the recent exposure of the Aguaruna to Christian concepts of the soul has introduced confusion regarding their understanding of dream experiences, in that some Aguaruna now argue that soul loss of any kind can only result in sickness.

In any case, dreams are considered exclusive events experienced only by the dreamer; they cannot be seen by other people. Dreams can be distinguished according to whether they are spontaneous or intentionally sought. The latter are more significant than the former, in that they require more personal sacrifice and offer greater rewards with respect to their manipulative potential. For the Aguaruna dreams represent a potential field for exercising human control because they occur in an arena of direct contact between people and powerful supernatural beings.

The most powerful Aguaruna dreams concern success in hunting and warfare, and they exercise the same control over the world as magic songs (which might be regarded as magic “spells”). A highly esteemed dream experience is the establishment of contact between a man and an ancient warrior soul that enables him to survive an attack. This type of dream usually involves an initial vision of a terrifying entity that the dreamer must confront, followed by the apparition of the ancient warrior, who acknowledges the dreamer and confirms his future victory in battle. Dreams are often used as vehicles for the expression of authority by leaders and people in positions of power, and their complexity generally invites interpretation by people who have accumulated experience and knowledge in this field.

AKASHIC RECORDS

The akashic records is a theosophical concept referring to the archiving of all world events and personal experiences—of all the thoughts and deeds that have ever taken place on Earth. These events are transcribed in the form of complex images composed of pictures, sounds, and other sensory stimuli. These images are indelibly impressed upon the “matter” of the astral plane (called the akasha) and may be “read” only when the reader is in a special altered (some even say mystical) state of consciousness. In such an altered state of mind, one is able to tap the akashic records and receive direct information about past ages. Certain theosophical descriptions of Atlantis, for example, are supposedly received via this technique. Also, some psychics who do past-life readings claim to receive their information from the akashic records.

It is also said that it is possible to tap the akashic records during dreams. Sometimes the information so obtained is remembered consciously upon awakening. More often, nocturnal perusals of the akashic records are not remembered, although the fruits of such “dream research” may be retrieved in moments of intuition in daily life. The information received in precognitive dreams (clairvoyant dreams relating to an event or state not yet experienced) is often said to be ultimately derived from the akashic records.

ALCHEMY

Alchemy is the ancient discipline from which the modern science of chemistry arose. The aspect of this discipline that is best remembered is the quest to discover how to transform ordinary substances into gold. Alchemy came to be related to dreams through the work of Carl Jung, who perceived archetypal images in the symbolic language of alchemy.
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The use of symbols in alchemy has some parallels with dream symbols, noted Carl Jung.

Jung postulated the existence of an unconscious urge toward psychological growth and health that he termed the individuation process. This process propelled the individual toward psychic integration, bringing progressively more of the contents of the unconscious mind into the expanding awareness of the ego. Jung believed that the primary goal of alchemy—discovering the series of operations through which gold is produced—could be read symbolically as the individuation process.

Jung noted four stages in the individuation process—stages that could be symbolized in dreams by the numbers one, two, three, and four. Dreams that seemed to stress duality, triplicity, or quaternity Jung interpreted as referring to these stages. The ancient alchemists associated certain colors with the stages, and Jung sometimes interpreted the predominance of black, white, yellow, and red in a dream as referring to one of the four stages of personal transformation.
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Drinking alcohol is not only bad for your health, it also affects your dreams.

ALCOHOL

Alcohol can have a significant impact on sleep and sleeping patterns. Under the influence of alcohol, the quantity of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep decreases and Stage 4 sleep increases, creating the impression that one has slept more soundly under the influence of alcohol. Excessive use of alcohol disrupts the natural pattern of sleep, so that chronic alcoholics who have completely abstained for extended periods of time have been shown to exhibit abnormal sleep patterns. It has been speculated that the disruption of sleep patterns—particularly the reduction of REM sleep (often associated with dreaming)—by alcoholism results in irreversible brain damage.

ALIEN ABDUCTION

In recent times, the subject of UFO abductions has gained immense popularity, both with the public and with a small group of scholars and writers who have turned their attention to the UFO phenomenon. The number of people who claim to have been abducted by occupants of UFOs has been rising almost exponentially since the early 1970s, when the subject first gained attention from the media and the ufological community saw marked growth. Accounts of these abductions have a dreamlike quality, and some abductees have dreams that they claim derive from residual memories of their abduction experience.

With the publication in 1987 of Whitley Strieber’s Communion, interest in abductions and abductees exploded. Strieber’s account, written with skill by an accomplished author, presented the bizarre details of UFO abduction in an accessible way, spurring the book to the top of the New York Times bestseller list. In the wake of this success, talk shows on radio and television fed the public interest in the abduction phenomenon with a steady diet of reports of individuals who believed that they, too, had been abducted.

Contemporaneous with the rise in popularity of Strieber’s book was the work of UFO researchers who were dedicated to examining abductions. Individuals like Budd Hopkins, whose own book Intruders (1987) made it to the bestseller list, came to dominate the field of ufology. Hopkins and those who share his methodology believe that UFO abductions are a widespread phenomenon and that they are not always remembered by the victims. Hypnosis is considered a powerful and reliable tool for retrieving these memories, which Hopkins and others argue reveal a specific pattern of action on the part of UFO occupants.
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Many psychologists and sleep experts have found that those who believe they have been abducted by aliens report their experiences as if they were dreams, often with visions including religious symbols.

In contrast to Strieber, who considers his own experiences to be mainly inexplicable, hypnosis-using researchers tend to have clearly defined theories about the nature and purpose of the abduction phenomenon. These theories have come to dominate the field of ufology. A quick examination of UFO books published in the last ten years reveals that books on abductions have outnumbered books on all other subjects related to UFOs combined by a substantial margin. Popular magazines devoted to UFOs have become almost exclusively concerned with abductions in recent years.

The popularity of abductions has led to a proliferation of first person accounts—both remembered consciously and retrieved through hypnosis—which are accessible to the researcher. These primary sources reveal a wealth of bizarre details that are not wholly amenable to the neat theories of many ufologists. A careful examination of abduction narratives indicates that the patterns alleged to have been discovered by abduction investigators often have religious overtones or similarities with more traditional types of religious experience. In addition, the abduction experience is often given a religious meaning by the percipient, and these interpretations are habitually overlooked or ignored by UFO investigators.

In coming to grips with the claims of abductees and researchers, the practice of hypnosis must first be considered. The use of hypnosis to investigate UFO abductions dates back to one of the earliest instances of the phenomenon, the story of the Betty and Barney Hill abduction in 1963. In the overwhelming majority of cases available for research, the memory of the abduction event was obtained or clarified through hypnosis. Typically, the abductee consciously recalls little or nothing about the experience. Certain telltale signs—unaccounted for spans of time, uneasy feelings associated with UFOs, or the sense of a presence in the bedroom before falling asleep—serve to clue the vigilant researcher into the possibility that an abduction has occurred. Hypnosis is then generally used to explore the abduction experience.

While the reliance on hypnosis is heavy among abduction researchers, most seem to be aware of the difficulties inherent in the process. Hypnosis apparently allows access to a subconscious level of an individual’s psyche, allowing him or her to recall repressed memories of actual events, but also making it possible to derive “memories” of things that have never happened. Hypnotism greatly increases a subject’s suggestibility, infusing him or her with a desire to please the questioner, making the subject very susceptible to leading questions. Although they recognize these limitations, researchers, with few exceptions, contend that hypnosis, when used competently, is an accurate tool for uncovering factual details of the abduction event. It would be premature, however, to dismiss the possibility that many, if not all abduction memories are confabulations of the subconscious, guided by the preconceptions of the hypnotist. Noted UFO debunker Philip Klass favors this view, and rather plausibly discounts some better known cases by applying this theory.

The nature of accounts obtained through hypnosis is important for understanding the religious characteristics of the abduction phenomenon. As Carl Jung has argued—specifically in relation to UFOs—the subconscious is a storehouse of religious ideas and symbols. Such symbols can become exteriorized through anxiety or stress. Thus, the religious imagery and interpretation brought out by hypnosis could be confabulations of the subject’s subconscious that are, perhaps, worked into a UFO narrative in an effort to please the hypnotist. In his research, Jung noted that certain complexes of religious symbols appeared time and time again in widely separated subjects. The prevalence of similar patterns in part gave rise to his theory of a collective unconscious, a pool of ideas and imagery shared by all people. This theory may also help to explain the similar patterns, filled with religious overtones, which abduction researchers claim to find among their subjects.

The applicability of a Jungian form of analysis to UFO abductions is further strengthened by the markedly dreamlike character of the experience. Dreams are the most common arena in which religious symbolism is encountered. One of the signs noted by abduction researchers as indicative of an abduction event is the prevalence of dreams containing UFO-or alien-related imagery.

In many of the cases in which the abduction is at least partially recalled prior to the use of hypnosis, it is recalled as a dream rather than as an objective event. For example, Kathy Davis, the main subject of Budd Hopkins’ bestseller Intruders, consistently believes that her experiences were a series of dreams about UFO abductions. In his investigation, Hopkins hypnotically examines the alleged abduction events by directing her towards these dreams and asking her to recount their details. Hopkins explains that Davis remembers these events as dreams in order to shield her psyche from the unsettling implications of their reality. Unless one is strongly committed to a theory of extraterrestrial genetic engineers, as is Hopkins, it is difficult to dismiss Kathy Davis’s contention that the events were in fact dreams.

ANALYZE THIS

The 1999 movie Analyze This is in some ways a caricature of popular interest in dreams and a caricature of Freudian dream analysis. It reflects our fascination with the prospect of quick cures through dream interpretation, and reflects the impact of this notion on filmdom.

Psychiatrist Ben Sobel (Billy Crystal) backs into gangster Paul Vitti’s (Robert De Niro’s) car. Vitti subsequently dispatches henchmen to bring Sobel to him so he can listen to Vitti’s dreams. He has a persistent nightmare in which he sees himself drinking black milk. He also has sudden anxiety attacks that prevent him from appropriately fulfilling his role as a Mafia Don.

Sobel talks with him, befriends him, and eventually even takes a bullet meant for him. He analyzes his dream as guilt over his father’s death, and as symbolic of the negative nurturing he received in childhood. Eventually, the Don recovers from his disorder.

Analyze This is based on an earlier movie, The Dark Past, in which an escaped convict barges into someone’s house during a dinner party. The convict has a persistent nightmare problem that a psychologist at the party analyzes. This convict is so overwhelmed that when the police arrive he cannot pick up his gun, and he gets killed at the end of the film.

ANCESTORS

The notion of one or more “spiritual” realms existing alongside the world of our ordinary, everyday experience is taken for granted in almost every religious tradition. One broad area of agreement is that communication between this world and the otherworld is possible. Dreams, which often seem to be experiences of a confused parallel world, are frequently the medium of communication.

One category of inhabitants of the otherworld is the ancestors. Many cultures revere their departed ancestors, so much so in some societies that they are regarded as quasi deities. As beings who now reside with the gods, they are thought to have access to powers and information unavailable to ordinary mortals. Hence, they are invoked to protect and guide the living. Traditional beliefs and rituals associated with the ancestors are sometimes referred to as ancestor worship, although the appropriateness of the term “worship” is debatable. Ancestor worship is especially characteristic of certain African tribes, some strands of Buddhism, Shinto (Japan), and Confucianism (China).

Of particular interest are cultures in which the departed relatives are thought to take an active interest in the affairs of the living. In these societies, ancestors may be requested to help the living with a particular problem, much as one would make requests of a parent or grandparent. Deceased ancestors can intercede with divine forces on behalf of descendants and can provide information—often when the descendants are in a dream state—that will help the descendants live a better life.

ANGELS

Angels are spiritual beings that serve as intermediaries between God and humanity. They are common in Western, monotheistic religions where God is conceived of as being so elevated that He does not intervene directly in the world. Angels are often pictured as delivering messages to mortals, or in other ways carrying out God’s will. For example, shortly after Joseph was told by Mary that she was pregnant, he had a dream in which the angel Gabriel appeared to him and said, “Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:20–21). This dream convinced Joseph not to break his engagement with Mary. While angels sometimes deliver their messages to recipients in the daytime, they more frequently communicate with human beings through dreams during sleep.
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Angels, a common part of religious philosophy and spirituality, are frequent images experienced in dreams.

ANGER AND AGGRESSION

While fear is the most commonly expressed emotion in nightmares, anger holds the second place position. These two emotions, combined with anxiety, are twice as likely to occur in a dream than more pleasant feelings. Once other negative emotions are added into this equation—failure, sadness, and aggression—the rate of occurrence rises to around sixty-six percent. It has been suggested that violence or aggression in a dream is a direct result of anger and frustration in our waking lives.

There have been numerous studies on the different factors influencing the frequency of aggression in dreams—factors such as age, gender, birth order, social class, and even geographical location. The most prevalent of these is gender. As a rule, females of all ages remember dreams more often than their male counterparts; their dreams are also longer and more detailed. More friendly interactions occur in female dreams as compared to males. When it comes to aggression in dreams, males report slightly more aggressive encounters, even though they remember a significantly lower number of their dreams than women.

For children, the statistics concerning aggression in dreams are less conclusive on the role of gender. Most studies indicate that for boys and girls between the ages of two and twelve the level of aggressiveness in dreams is about the same. However, at the age of twelve, these levels begin to drop for girls. In males these levels do not drop until their thirties, at the earliest, and on occasion they have been known to remain high until they are in their seventies or eighties.

Gender is not the only factor that has been studied with respect to aggression in dreams. A study was done on a group of working mothers with preschool children and stay-at-home mothers with children of the same age. The working mothers reported more male characters in their dreams, fewer indoor environments, and experiencing more unpleasant feelings such as failure, aggression, and anger. The stay-at-home mothers had more friendly encounters in their dreams, but they dealt with more misfortune and hostility. It was also discovered that mothers with dual roles—mother and provider—experienced more work-related dreams than working fathers.

Another factor is birth order. Although men typically experience more aggressive dreams, this is not always true if the male is the first born. In this case he would typically see himself in a more positive manner than his younger siblings of the same gender, and therefore has more positive encounters in his dreams. First-born females tend to have more aggressive characters in their dreams. They are also more likely to be more aggressive than other females of the same age group who are not first born.

Yet another factor that affects the aggression in our dreams is geography. In an East Coast survey, forty percent of the total study group reported being the initiator of a violent act in their dreams. The same study was done on the West Coast and in the Midwest. On the West Coast that figure dropped to twenty-two percent, and it dropped to ten percent in the Midwest.

One final factor that has been studied is social class. Members of lower social classes reported more violently aggressive dreams than those in the middle or upper classes. They also experienced more dreams of anger and misfortune. A study found that lower-class high school girls experienced more angry and aggressive dreams than their male or female counterparts, regardless of social class.

ANIMA (AND ANIMUS)

In Jungian psychology, the anima refers to personality traits regarded as feminine that are often repressed into the unconscious of males while the animus refers to traits regarded as masculine that are often repressed into the unconscious of females. In Carl Jung‘s personality theory, the ego represents the individual’s sense of personal self. The sense of personal identity is purchased, however, at the expense of certain tendencies (for example, socially undesirable traits) that are rejected as “not-self.” According to Jung, these rejected traits come together as a kind of unconscious “counter-ego,” which he termed the shadow. The anima/animus is similar to the shadow, but, because the rejected traits together constitute a socially typical female or male, they are more often than not distinct from the shadow. For example, when the shadow appears in a male’s dreams, it is most often represented by a male figure. The anima, in contrast, is most often a female figure.

Although suppressed from conscious awareness, the anima/animus influences our behavior in powerful ways. In most individuals, for example, it is projected onto people of the opposite sex and accounts for the experience of falling in love with someone we hardly know. In Jungian therapy, the anima/animus is viewed as a potential source of characteristics to be integrated into the patient’s ego structure. As the unconscious pole of the self, the counter-ego represented by the anima/animus can also be a guide to one’s own unconscious realm. It is often experienced as the guiding female or male presence in dreams.

ANIMAL DREAMS

Humans have been dreaming about animals for ages. It has been speculated that some of the ancient cave paintings of animals may perhaps be dream images from cave dwellers whose lives were mostly spent chasing, hunting, and taming animals. In ancient Egypt, human-figured deities with animal heads suggest dreams images.

A study carried out by Robert L. Van de Castle found a larger number of animal dreams in children than in adults. Dreams of a group of 741 children (383 girls and 358 boys) aged four to sixteen were examined for the presence of animal figures. The frequency for each animal figure at each age level was tabulated for girls and boys. Animal figures were present in 39.4 percent of dreams from the four-and five-year-old children. The percentage steadily dropped for each subsequent age grouping (six-and seven-year-olds, 35.5 percent; eight-and nine-year-olds, 33.6 percent; ten-and eleven-year-olds, 29.8 percent; twelve-and thirteen-year-olds, 21.9 percent; and fourteen-through sixteen-year-olds, 13.7 percent).

Boys had higher animal percentage figures at ages four through six (44 percent, versus 34 percent for girls), while girls had higher animal dreams at ages nine through eleven (36 percent, versus 26 percent for boys). Overall, animal figures appeared in 29 percent of the combined girls’ dreams and 29.6 percent of the combined boys’ dreams. There were more than three times as many animal figures in the dreams of children as there were in the dreams of adults. The seven most frequent animal figures for children were dogs (30), horses (28), cats (15), snakes (15), bears (14), lions (13), and monsters (e.g., wolfman) (13).

If the frequencies for all animal figures are considered, it is clear that children dream more frequently of large and threatening wild animals, while college students dream more often of pets and domesticated animals. Bears, lions, tigers, gorillas, elephants, bulls, dinosaurs, dragons, and monsters accounted for twenty-seven percent of the animal figures in children’s dreams but only seven percent of the animal figures in adult dreams. This collection of wild animals appeared more frequently (forty-four times) in boys’ dreams than in girls’ dreams (twenty-seven times). Several theorists have suggested that these large, threatening animals may represent parental figures in the dreams of children.

An interesting gender difference was found in the types of animal figures. Women and girls reported significantly more mammals, while men and boys reported significantly more non-mammals. This may indicate females identify at some level with other forms of life that nurse their young with mammary glands, and this identification is reflected in the type of animals that appear in their dreams.

ANIMALS

The observation of animal sleep patterns has long been of interest, dating as far back as 44 B.C.E., when the Roman natural philosopher Lucretius described “the twitching movements of dogs sleeping upon the hearth” (Hobson, p. 151—see Sources). However, it was during the 1950s that research into the sleep patterns of animals really peaked: first with the discovery by William Dement, that cats exhibit the phase of sleep called rapid eye movement (REM), followed by the experiments of two Frenchmen, neurosurgeon Michel Jouvet and his co-worker, the neurologist Francois Michel. Jouvet and Michel observed that a sleeping cat, devoid of motor output or movement, still exhibits an activated EEG, which means that while an animal is asleep, its mind is awake. Jouvet’s discovery led to the general understanding that during REM sleep “the body’s muscles are actively inhibited.” In essence, “we would act out our dreams were it not for this inhibitory suppression of motor output” (Hobson, p. 150—see Sources). Further, because it has been found humans experience the most active dreaming during REM sleep, this research may indicate that animals do dream, although it is, of course, impossible to say for sure because of the communication barrier.

[image: ]

Animals such as cats and dogs apparently have dreams, too, just like people; animals are also a theme in many people’s dreams.

It has been suggested that when animals dream, they are focused on the types of things they usually do in their waking state. For example, animals that use their noses a lot, such as dogs, have dreams with a significant olfactory component.

There was one behavioral study that showed that monkeys have visual dreams. Some monkeys were taught to respond to visual stimuli by pressing a button. Later, when they were sleeping, they made hand motions as if they were pressing buttons, suggesting that they were seeing something. To add further credence, in a separate study, a gorilla who had been taught sign language put together two signs to form the combined term sleep pictures, presumably a reference to the visual components of dreams.

Again, in an experiment on cats, portions of the brainstem responsible for muscle inhibition during REM sleep were damaged. These cats entered REM sleep, and rather than lying quietly with their eyes moving, they stood up, walked around, and chased imaginary creatures, as if they were acting out their dreams without waking up.

Such findings, as well as our everyday observations of household pets that growl and make movements in their sleep, make it almost certain that animals dream in much the same way that we dream. The implications of this conclusion, however, tend to undermine certain dream theories, such as Sigmund Freud‘s notion that the sole purpose of dreams is to allow us to act out socially unacceptable urges—an idea clearly inapplicable to animals.

ANTHROPOLOGY OF DREAMS

Anthropology has contributed considerably to the cross-cultural understanding of dreams. The earliest anthropological research on dreams, which dates back to the end of the nineteenth century, considered the dream beliefs and practices of other cultures as evidence of their savagery, in contrast to modern Western civilization’s relative disinterest in dreams. The only area of investigation where dreams played a significant role was psychoanalysis, and psychoanalysis had a tendency to portray dreams as primitive and childish, thus reinforcing the dominant negative image of dreams. With the spread of psychoanalytic theories, various anthropologists tried to prove the accuracy of Sigmund Freud‘s ideas about dreams by analyzing of dream experiences of non-Western people.

Some anthropologists, such as Kilton Stewart, provided romantic idealizations of dream practices in non-Western cultures. According to Stewart, the Senoi of Malaysia reportedly lived a trouble-free life based on their reverence for dreams. Stewart, who lived with the Senoi in 1935, wrote that “the absence of violent crime, armed conflict, and mental and physical diseases … can only be explained on the basis of institutions which produce a high state of psychological integration and emotional maturity, along with social skills and attitudes that promote creative rather than destructive interpersonal relations” (Stewart, p. 160—see Sources). According to Stewart’s study, the collective life of the Senoi centered around a complex dream psychology that served to integrate the community. However, his theory was soon seriously challenged, and anthropological research on dreams lost credibility.

Anthropologists have long been interested in cross-cultural experiences of dreaming and interpretations of dreams, concentrating especially on the latter interest, rather than focusing on the dream as an experience. With the publication of Dreaming: Anthropological and Psychological Interpretations (1987), edited by Barbara Tedlock, anthropology emerged as a major field of dream research with important insights to contribute to the modern study of dreams.

According to the authors of Dreaming, which is a collection of essays based on fieldwork conducted among various peoples of Central and South America, the culture to which the individual belongs largely determines the social context in which the dream is narrated and how it is interpreted. Dreaming experience also reflects important beliefs about reality, death, the soul, and the boundaries between self and others. Thus, to achieve a good understanding of dream experiences of other groups, it is fundamental to fully understand their culture through the study of their language, their social institutions, and their psychological, philosophical, and religious beliefs.

Tedlock’s anthropological research indicates that many other cultures draw lines between more and less meaningful dreams. Also, as one might anticipate, in many non-Western cultures dreaming has religious meaning, in that dreams reflect a culture’s spiritual beliefs, and may even create new religious imagery that can influence the individual’s as well as the whole society’s religious orientation.

ARABIA

Dreams have many meanings in Arabic culture. According to some, sleep is a preoccupation of the soul, which detaches itself from external things and experiences events taking place in its interior. During sleep the interior self “absorbs” the five senses, which then cease to perceive and turn back to the mind. According to other views, the soul can perceive the form of things by the senses and by thought, independently of their objective reality. Thought does not fall asleep when the faculty of perceiving sleeps, and during the night images continue to exist as if they could be sensed. Their form is outlined in the soul, and they are presented to the mind of the dreamer in the same way as in the waking state.

It is believed that the soul, when it is freed from the physical limits of the body, can float at ease over everything that it desires to possess, whereas in the waking state it cannot. When dreamers awaken, they still preserve the memory of these fantastic pictures. If the dreamer has a blemished soul, the dreamer is continually deluded by dreams, whereas the dreamer is undeceived when the soul is pure.

Traditional Arab belief also holds that dreams are generated by the fundamental humors of the human body, and that individuals dream according to their temperaments. Certain Arabs completely separate the faculty of perception from the visible body and believe that individuals, when asleep, can leave their bodies and contemplate the world with a lucidity proportional to their purity, a notion supported by various verses of the Qur’an.

ARCHETYPES (ARCHETYPAL DREAM IMAGES)

While the notion of archetypes is at least as old as Plato, it is most familiar to the modern world through the work of Carl Jung, the prominent Swiss psychotherapist. In contrast to his mentor Sigmund Freud, Jung divided the unconscious mind into two subdivisions, the personal unconscious and the collective unconscious (which he also referred to as the objective psyche). The personal unconscious is shaped by our personal experiences, whereas the collective unconscious represents our inheritance of the collective experience of humankind. This storehouse of humanity’s experiences exists in the form of archetypes (or prototypes).

The archetypes predispose us to subconsciously organize our personal experiences in certain ways. We are, for instance, predisposed to perceive someone in our early environment as a father because of the father archetype. If a person’s biological father is absent during childhood, someone else (e.g., an older brother) is assimilated into this archetype, providing concrete images for the father complex (the reflection of the father archetype in the personal unconscious).

Archetypes are not specific images or symbols. They are more like invisible magnetic fields that cause iron filings to arrange themselves according to certain patterns. For example, Jung postulated the existence of a self archetype, which constitutes the unconscious basis for our ego—our conscious self-image or self-concept. In dreams, this self is represented in a variety of ways, often in the form of a circle or mandala (a circular diagram used as an aid to meditation in Hinduism and Buddhism). The self can also be represented by surrogate symbols, such as four of almost anything (according to Jung, four is the number of wholeness and hence a symbol of the self), a pattern Jung referred to as a quaternity. These concrete manifestations of elusive archetypes are referred to as archetypal images or, when they appear in dreams, as archetypal dream images.

Jung asserted that much of world mythology and folklore represents manifestations of the collective unconscious. He based this assertion on his discovery that the dreams of his patients frequently contained images with which they were completely unfamiliar, but which seemed to reflect symbols that could be found somewhere in the mythological systems of world culture. Jung further found that if he could discover the specific meaning of such images in their native culture, he could better understand the dreams in which they occurred. The process of seeking such meanings is referred to as amplification.

ARISTOTLE

The first systematic treatises on the nature of the soul and dreams are to be found in the philosophical writings of Aristotle. Aristotle was the third of a succession of great philosophers (the other two being Socrates and Plato) who are together considered the fathers of Western thought.

Born in the Ionian city of Stagira in Chalcidice, Aristotle (384–322 B.C.E.) was the son of Nicomachus, the court physician to Amyntas III, king of Macedon. After his father died, he was brought up by the guardian Proxenus, who sent him to Athens. In 367 B.C.E. he entered Plato’s Academy, where he remained until Plato’s death in 347 B.C.E., and then joined a circle of Platonists living at Assos, in the Troad (an area surrounding the ancient city of Troy), under the protection of the tyrant Hermias of Atarneus.

After three years, Aristotle moved to Mytilene, on the island of Lesbos, and in 342 B.C.E. he accepted an invitation to supervise the education of Alexander III—later known as Alexander the Great—at the Macedonian court at Pella, where he spent three years. After spending the following five years at Stagira, he returned to Athens, where he opened a new school called the Lyceum. When the school was in danger of attack from the anti-Macedonian party at Athens after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C.E., Aristotle took refuge in Chalcis, on the island of Euboea, where he died the following year.

Aristotle’s writings can be classified as popular writings, memoranda and collections of material, and scientific and philosophical treatises. Among Aristotle’s most important popular writings were his dialogues, which were based on the Platonic model, and what he refers to as “exoteric writings.” None of his popular works and not many of his philosophical works—such as Eudemus, Protrepticus, On Philosophy, On the Good, and On the Ideas—survived except in quotations and references in later works. The memoranda and collections of material contain 158 constitutions of Greek states, a record of dramatic festivals known as the Didascaliae, and Problems and History of Animals. Only a few of these works survive, such as the Constitution of the Athenians.

Among the scientific and philosophical treatises, which constitute the largest surviving segment of Aristotle’s writings are the psychological works De Anima and Parva Naturalia. According to Aristotle the object of psychology is to discover the essence and the attributes of the soul (psyche), which to the Greeks referred to the realm of human consciousness and subjectivity.

He developed his doctrine of the soul through three different approaches, characterizing the three periods into which his thought is usually classified. The first approach, which corresponds to the period of his earliest writings (through 347 B.C.E.) in which he was an enthusiastic defender of Platonism was characterized by a Platonic concept of the soul as a separate substance.

Aristotle’s second approach, reflecting an increasingly critical attitude toward Platonism and marking the period from 347 to 335 B.C.E., was characterized by his view of the body as the instrument of the soul. This view of the soul and the body can be found both in the biological treatises and throughout the Parva Naturalia, in which the soul is given a physical basis and located in the heart, considered the central governing place of the body.

In Aristotle’s final period, beginning in 335 B.C.E., during which he embraced the principle of empirical science and rejected all the essential features of Platonic metaphysics, he developed a theory of the soul as a form of the body, an extension of his earlier theory of the body as the instrument of the soul, which he postulated in Metaphysics. In the treatise De Anima, the soul and body are treated as constituting a single substance, standing to each other in the relation of form to matter.
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The Greek philosopher Aristotle was the first person to write in detail about the connection between dreams and the human soul.

In De Anima, Aristotle presents a detailed analysis of the faculties of the soul, which, according to him, form a hierarchy, with the highest faculty, intelligence, found only in man, so that living creatures can be classified in a series according to the number of faculties possessed. Each kind of soul presupposes all that come before it in this order, but does not imply those that follow. The minimal soul is the nutritive, existing in all living beings. It is followed by the sensitive soul, existing in all animals and including the perceptions of touch, taste, smell, hearing, and sight. Besides the function of perceiving, the sensitive soul also has the function of feeling pleasure and pain, and therefore of desiring. There are two other faculties, regarded as outgrowths of the sensitive one: imagination and movement, which can be found in most animals but not in all. Finally, there is the highest faculty, reason, peculiar to human beings.

Imagination is considered the repercussion of perception, both in the body and in the soul, and is described as operating only after the sensed object has disappeared. The main functions of imagination are the formation of afterimages and the process of memory, which is a function of the faculty by which we perceive time and which is impossible without an image.

Another important function of imagination is dreams, which are the product of imagination during the state of sleep, and a by-product of previous sensations, since the impressions produced by our senses linger after the senses have ceased to be active. This is evident in the sensuous content of dreams whenever senses themselves are inactive. During the state of sleep, characterized by the absence of stimulus from without, the mind is more free to attend to images and, at the same time, more liable to be deceived by them. Aristotle deals with this subject in a systematic way in three treatises on sleep and dreams, De somno et vigilia, De insomniis, and De divinatione per somnum.

According to Aristotle, sleep and waking, the examination of which is indispensable for the understanding dreams, are two states of the same faculty, whereby waking is the positive and sleep is the negative state. The waking state is determined by activation of the primary or commonsense faculty, the sleeping state by its inactivity. This inactivity of the commonsense faculty can be considered the ultimate cause of dreaming.

The description of sleep as inactivity of the primary or commonsense faculty is presented in De somno et vigilia, in which Aristotle considers sleep and waking as affections of soul and body, taken as a whole. Soul is not considered something foreign to the body, and, during the state of sleep, it is considered capable of attaining the supernatural wisdom that is its original heritage. The heart, which is considered the source of functioning of all the bodily parts, is also the origin of sleep and walking, whereas the brain has a secondary function.

In De insomniis, Aristotle speaks about the illusion of “sense-perception,” which, in sleep, is due to the improper functioning of the senses, freeing the way for the forming of dreams, without correction by judgement or evaluation. Neither actual perceptions nor thoughts can form any part of the process of dreaming. Finally, in De divinatione per somnum, Aristotle denies that dreams may have a divine origin, and that they may be interpreted by reliance on supernatural skills. He maintains, rather, that they may be either causes of actions or symptoms of bodily disturbances, and that “divination” through interpretation of dreams is mainly the result of coincidence.

ART AND DREAMS

In most cultures the relationship between art and dreams is straightforward, though often the two are associated in a negative way. Plato maintained that they were based on mere appearances and that they lead people away from the pursuit of truth. In a roughly similar manner, Sigmund Freud insisted that both poetry and dreaming are nothing more than defensive measures, designed to substitute pleasure for reality.

The surrealist movement, which began in Europe in the 1920s, is a particularly interesting example of the explicit association between art and dreams. This movement’s approach paralleled Freud’s ideas about the unconscious, and the repression of irrational urges by the conscious mind, which then manifest themselves in dreams. According to André Brenton’s Surrealist Manifesto (1924), “The absolute rationalism which remains in fashion allows for the consideration of only those facts narrowly relevant to our experience…. Boundaries have been assigned even to experience. It revolves in a cage from which release is becoming increasingly difficult.” Surrealism, like other forms of modern art, attempted to challenge those boundaries. The surrealist artist’s hope was to discover new possibilities of human perception and creativity.

Surrealist artists were particularly interested in the powerful sense of freedom their dreams provided. The unconscious was considered to be the primary source of inspiration among surrealists. According to some artists, dreams include images or experiences that are fantastic or absurd. Therefore, they are a direct challenge to what we take to be ordinary or normal. An authentic dream atmosphere can be found in the works of Salvador Dali, Vincent Van Gogh, Francisco Goya, and Max Ernst, to name just a few. It was said that Dali used to go so far as to purposefully “induce” his own dreams by falling asleep in a chair, chin propped in the cup of his hand. He would jerk awake just as he entered the dream state and capture the surreal imagery in his own art.
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A necklace in a dream can symbolize wealth, gifts, or feeling the weight of a milestone on one’s mind. For more explanations of symbols, refer to the Dream Symbols section at the back of this book.

While the surrealist movement may be one of the more obvious examples of the connections between dreams and art, the association does not end there. Numerous artists have accredited their dreams for portions—if not the whole—of their works of art. Due to mainly visual aspect of dreams, the physical arts are what we frequently associate with dream inspiration, but there have also been accounts of auditory inspiration. The composer Giuseppe Tartini was the most widely known example of this; he attributed his popular “Devil’s Trill Sonata” to a dream.

Although there have been a few poets and writers who have claimed that their work appeared to them, in printed form, in dreams, it is more common that authors and poets receive their inspiration while in a dreaming state. It has been observed that very rarely do we read or write in our dreams as the two—dreaming and the literary arts—utilize different areas of our brain. If, however, we look beyond the literal and think instead that the events that transpire in our dreams may carry over into our waking lives, it is not so bizarre to imagine that many great literary works were not only inspired by our dreams but also by our nightmares. This serves to highlight the importance of dreams as messengers of our unconscious, making us aware of thoughts or ideas that our conscious mind refuses to recognize and yet are essential in creative expression.

ARTEMIDORUS OF DALDIS

Dreams have fascinated the human mind throughout recorded history. The ancient Greeks were particularly interested in dreams, as the hundreds of dream temples dedicated to Aesculapius—the deified doctor who healed or provided healing advice in dreams—bear witness. It is thus fitting that the largest and most complete compilation of dream lore to survive from the ancient world, the Oneirocritica (The Interpretation of Dreams), should have been authored by a second-century Greek, Artemidorus of Daldis.

Little is known about Artemidorus beyond the few autobiographical remarks he makes in the Oneirocritica. He was a professional diviner and dream interpreter who was actually born in the Greek city of Ephesus (the location of the congregation to whom the biblical Ephesians is addressed), but signed his work Artemidorus of Daldis to honor the small town in which his mother was born. The Oneirocritica is a compilation of Greek dream lore up to Artemidorus’s time, with the addition of his own observations. The first three subdivisions (or books, as they are customarily called) of this work comprise a structured treatise on dream interpretation. The last two books were addressed to Artemidorus’s son, who was aspiring to follow in his father’s footsteps.

The Oneirocritica is largely a dream dictionary, but also contains some broader advice on how to interpret dreams. Artemidorus interviewed professional dream interpreters and purchased manuscripts from all over the known world to familiarize himself with what was known or believed about dreams up to that point. Unlike modern dream dictionaries, which are almost invariably arranged in a purely alphabetical order, Artemidorus’s work classifies the various items that may appear in dreams into certain categories. Thus he discusses, in a very literal “head to toe” manner, dreams related to various body parts. He then moves on to discuss the appearance of gods and deities, also covering types of animals, weather, fire, flying, and many others. For the sake of completeness, he also committed his third section, the last of the books meant for the public, to any dream he could not find a place for in the previous sections.

There were six pieces of information that Artemidorus considered essential to the proper analysis of a person’s dreams: whether the events of the dream were natural, lawful, and customary for the dreamer; what was happening at the time of the dream; and the dreamer’s name and occupation. It was Artemidorus’s belief that the associations evoked by the dream images in the mind of the interpreter were the keys to successful dream analysis. He was also the first to distinguish between dreams that stemmed from everyday life and the present state of the mind and body, the insomnium, and dreams that invoked deeper consideration of the dreamer’s life at a mystical level, the somnium. The second classification of dreams was believed to foretell future events. It is for his innovative thinking and his commendably flexible approach to symbolic interpretation that Artemidorus is recognized as a prominent figure linking ancient beliefs about dream interpretation to the modern world.

Artemidorus’s observations reflect an appreciation of symbolism and a grasp of the dreaming mind’s implementation of metaphors that make him as a worthy forerunner to such modern dream innovators as Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung. Freud actually named his major work on dreams, The Interpretation of Dreams, as a way of indicating his debt to Artemidorus. As one of the very first individuals to employ an empirical approach to the analysis of dreams, Artemidorus is said to have investigated and analyzed no less then 3,000 dreams for the Oneirocritica.

Artemidorus believed that dreams were neither good nor bad. For this reason he did not touch on the specifics of nightmares. It is not the symbolism of a dream that makes it a nightmare. For instance, if a person suffering from arachnophobia dreamed about spiders she or he would more than likely awaken from that dream terrified and call it a nightmare. In contrast, a person not suffering from fear of spiders would probably not have the same reaction. It is because of considerations like these that Artemidorus stressed the importance of knowing the intimate details of the dreamer’s life.

Unlike contemporary dream books, which are psychologically oriented, Artemidorus’s book focuses on deciphering dreams as omens of the future. or messages from the gods. For example, Artemidorus (p. 125—see Sources) writes:

If the statues of the gods move [in a dream], it signifies fears and disturbances for all but those who are imprisoned or who intend to take a trip. It signifies that the former will be released, so that they can move about easily. It moves the latter from their dwelling place and leads them out.

In this passage and innumerable others, it is clear that the intention behind the interpretation is prediction of the future. Despite this overarching concern with omens of the future, Artemidorus’s remarks reflect an appreciation of symbolism and a grasp of the dreaming mind’s deployment of metaphors that make the Oneirocritica valuable reading for any serious student of dreams. Artemidorus’s volume and other such works composed in the classical world also had a broad influence on the tradition of Muslim dream interpretation—a tradition which survives to this day in various parts of the Islamic world.

ASHANTI

The Ashanti, also known as the Akans, are a people who live in the central region of Ghana. As with other African societies, for the Ashanti dreams hold the status of superior realities, and, it has been suggested, for some individual Ashantis dreams have as much if not more reality than waking experiences. R.S. Rattray, for example, has reported if a husband learns that another has dreamed of sexual intercourse with his wife, he will sue the dreamer for adultery because their souls are believed to have had sexual intercourse.

In an ethnopsychiatric study of the Ashanti, M.J. Field focuses on the distinction frequently made between “free” or spontaneous dreams and stereotypical dreams that is, those dreams individuals have repeatedly. Field describes how certain common elements of dream narratives indicate what they represent. For instance, in a dream the theme of being chased—whether by a deity, an animal, or even a weapon—indicates an individual who is afraid of retribution for a sin.

ASSOCIATION FOR THE STUDY OF DREAMS

Several organizations and periodicals are devoted to the study of dreams, including the Association for the Study of Dreams (ASD), headquartered in Vienna, Virginia. While open to laypersons, the ASD is perhaps the closest thing to an interdisciplinary professional association focused on the study of dreams. ASD members are sent the ASD newsletter and a journal, Dreaming, on a quarterly basis. ASD hosts an annual meeting at which researchers present papers on dreams and workshops are held on various phases of dreamwork. ASD also provides information on such topics as setting up ongoing dream groups.

ASTRAL PROJECTION

Astral projection refers to the supposed ability to travel—to project oneself—out of the body. Astral projection is the older term for what has come to be known as out-of-body experiences. This “projection” is conceptualized in terms of the soul or individual human consciousness traveling outside the physical body in a spiritual or astral body. The astral body is said to be an exact replica of the physical body but composed of subtler elements, etheric in nature, more akin to the life force than to matter. It is supposedly capable of detaching from the physical body at will, or under certain special circumstances. It can also spontaneously leave the physical body during sleep, trance or coma, under the influence of anesthetics or other drugs, or as the result of accidents. The astral body is the vehicle of consciousness, said to particularly embody desires and feelings. When it separates from the denser physical body, it takes with it the capacity for feeling. As one might well anticipate, the existence of such a body has not been proven to the satisfaction of mainstream science.
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Some people believe that they are able to leave their bodies, spiritually, through the practice of astral projection.

The concept of bilocation, the ability to be in two places at the same time, is associated with the notion of astral projection. Because a person cannot literally be in more than one place at the same time, one possible explanation is that the physical body is in one place while the astral body is in another.

Many everyday experiences of astral projection have been reported. Among the researchers who have studied this phenomenon is the British scientist Robert Crookall, who compared hundreds of cases in which people left the physical body and reentered it after traveling unseen in the astral body. Sylvan Muldoon and Hereward Carrington, in their famous books The Phenomena of Astral Projection and The Projection of the Astral Body, maintain that there are degrees of projection, ranging from fully conscious projection to unconscious projection, such as occurs during sleep.

Unconscious projection during sleep is often associated with certain types of dreams, such as “psychic” dreams in which one dreams about something happening many miles away and then later discovers that whatever one dreamed about (for instance, a conversation, a disaster) actually occurred. One possible explanation for such dreams is that during sleep the dreamer unconsciously projected his or her astral body, was spiritually present when the event occurred, and remembered the experience later as a dream.

Astral projection has also been used to explain the prevalence of dreams about flying. Flying is one of a handful of dream motifs that are so common that almost everybody has had them on more than one occasion. These motifs include such common scenarios as falling dreams, dreams of nakedness in public, and unpreparedness dreams. Such shared dreams tend to arise from experiences and anxieties fundamental to all people. Although flying is one of these shared motifs, it is difficult to clearly identify the common human experience that might account for the prevalence of flying dreams. (Note that flying was a widespread motif even before the advent of airplanes, being extensively treated in Artemidorus‘s ancient classic, the Oneirocritica.) One explanation sometimes put forward by occult and metaphysical writers is that during sleep everyone at times travels outside the physical body, unencumbered by such physical limitations as gravity. Such out-of-body experiences are then remembered as dreams in which the dreamer floats and flies.

ASTROLOGY

Astrology is the study or science of the stars. Often derided as medieval superstition, it nevertheless continues to fascinate the human mind. In fact, polls indicate that its popularity is growing.

Most people are familiar with only a tiny portion of the vast subject of astrology, namely, the twelve signs of the zodiac as they relate to the personality of individuals and the use of astrology for divinatory purposes. The Zodiac (literally, “circle of animals”) is the “belt” constituted by the twelve signs: Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces. The notion of the zodiac is very ancient, with roots in the early citied cultures of Mesopotamia.

The connection between astrology and dreams has been tentatively explored by a few astrologers. One would anticipate that natives of various signs would have more dreams related to the central themes of their sun sign (the sign the sun is in when one is born) than natives of other signs. For example, Cancers should have more dreams about eating, Sagittarians more dreams about long-distance journeys, Scorpios more dreams about sex, and so on.

Also, the moon is thought to be associated with the subconscious mind, which, if depth psychologists are correct, is the source of our dreams. Thus, dreamers should have more vivid, or perhaps more psychologically significant, dreams during a full moon. The water signs are related to the astral plane—the level of the cosmos on which it is said that we dream. Hence, dreams should play a larger role in the lives of natives with a predominance of water signs (Cancer, Scorpio, and Pisces) or with key planets located in the three houses corresponding to these signs—the fourth, eighth, and twelfth houses.
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In astrology the signs of the zodiac are important symbols; the star groupings they represent supposedly have an influence on people’s fates and subconsciousnesses.

AUSTRALIA

The Australian Aborigines are divided into more than five hundred distinct tribal groups that have developed over a span of fifty thousand years. Although these groups are very different, they have much in common regarding their beliefs about the human race and nature.

The various tribes all believe in the mutual interdependence of humanity and nature, on the need each has for the other, and on the need to bring the latter into the historical and ceremonial life of the former. According to the Aborigines, each individual must do what the great heroes did in the “dream-time,” the mythical age of the past which is simultaneously the present. Humanity and nature exist and are as they are because of the personal actions of heroes in the past. A historical continuity with the heroic past is possible through rites of initiation that familiarize people with that past and thus make them vicarious participants in it. During these rights Aborigines reenact the doings of the hero or heroes concerned, and in so doing, act out the myth.

The common term used by Aborigines for the heroic past also means dreaming, and corresponds with a person’s totem, which in this case is a myth marking the feats of a particular hero (or heroes). Dreaming is a symbol of the long-past heroic age, as well as the means of access to it. The Aborigines believe that life and death are part of a cycle beginning and ending in dream-time: the cycle is sustained by totems, ancestral sacred spots, and rituals that keep the tribe linked to the ancestors. During the experience of dreaming, the limitations of space and time are nonexistent, and it is believed that dreams reveal events which have happened or are going to happen in the future, through the mythical and practical information given by dead ancestors and heroes.

Past, present, and future coexist, and the eternal dream-time was manifested in the past through the heroes, in the present through the initiated, and, if the links between past and present are not broken, it will continue to be manifested in the future. By reliving the dream-time experiences of their heroes, the Aborigines believe they can be connected to the time of the heroes’ creation and the power of their ancestors, who are still present in the world and protect people.

The dreams of Australian Aborigines represent the universe as it seems to them, and they often assert that in sleep they can see distant people, even those who are dead. A strong mutual interaction exists between dreaming and waking in the Aborigines’ life, and they frequently fail to distinguish between waking events and dream events. It has been remarked that many of the rituals performed in dreams are applied to activities in later life, and many ceremonies are adopted directly from what is seen in visions or in sleep by special individuals.

Diverse explanations of dreams are given by the different Australian tribes. For instance, the Dieri tribe believe that the spirit of a dead person can visit a sleeper. When this occurs, the dream is reported to the medicine man, who, if he considers it to he a vision, gives special instructions. The Narrang-ga say that the human spirit can leave the body in sleep and communicate with the spirits of others, or with the spirits of the dead who wander as ghosts in the bush.

The Jupagalk believe that a person in great pain can be helped by the dream visit of some dead friend. According to the Wurunjerri, who have the same belief, the spirit of each person, which they call Murup, can leave the body during sleep, particularly when the sleeper snores. The Murup, however, can also be sent out of the sleeper by means of evil magic. The human spirit is called Yambo by the Kurnai, who likewise believe that it can leave the body during sleep.

The Ngarigo believe that in dreams, which they call gung-ung-mura-nung-ya, they can see ghosts. The Yuin Gommeras believe in the possibility of receiving songs in dreams, as well as information about approaching enemies. They also think that relatives of a dead man can see who killed him in a dream. The same belief is shared by the Wiimbaio, who say that, when they dream such a thing, they have been to some other country, where a person has told them.
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BED-WETTING (ENURESIS)

Bed-wetting, which is technically referred to as enuresis, is common in children up to about age three. Although diagnosed as a disorder (primary enuresis) after age three, it does not necessarily indicate a serious problem (e.g., at least 15 percent of all children continue bed-wetting up to age five). In some adults bed-wetting is related to physiological disorders or to a congenitally small bladder, but it is more often the result of excessive stress.

Contrary to what one might anticipate, bed-wetting is not associated with dreams. Most typically, episodes of enuresis occur in the first third of the evening, during non-REM (rapid eye movement) sleep (a time of low dream activity).

BERGSON, HENRI-LOUIS

Henri Bergson’s (1859–1941) study of dreams is generally considered one of the most creative approaches to the topic. The French philosopher of evolution was born in Paris, where he was professor of philosophy at the College de France from 1900 until he retired because of ill health in 1921. He dedicated his life to teaching, lecturing, and writing, and in 1927 received the Nobel Prize in literature.

Bergson, whose thought owed much to the French philosophical tradition, was convinced that doctrines such as materialism and mechanism could not be considered philosophically tenable, and that no universal system was valid. Nevertheless, in his works he posited a general philosophy of duration and movement that, rather than defining everything in terms of being, permanence, and substance, as most earlier philosophers had done, started from the opposite viewpoint, namely, the assumption that the ultimate reality is time itself.

His major works include Time and Free Will (1888), Matter and Memory (1896), in which memory is regarded as the means through which human existence is made continuous, and Creative Evolution (1907). Among Bergson’s minor works is his study on dreams, which was first given as a lecture before the Institut Psychologique on March 26, 1901, and later published in the Revue Scientifique of June 8, 1901.

Like other philosophers before him, Bergson accepted the somatic stimuli, or “optical,” theory of dreams, according to which some of the visual patterns characterizing a dream may be the result of stimulation of the optic nerve. However, Bergson realized that somatic stimuli are only a product of the biology of dreaming, and he argued, like Freud, that further analysis of dreams was necessary and that the mechanism of memory should also be considered.

Bergson’s previous studies of duration and movement had provided him with a considerable basis for his theory of dreams, according to which dreams are the direct link between sensation and memory. Bergson maintained that human beings forget nothing, and all past experiences, perceptions, thoughts, and emotions are collected in the memory from earliest childhood. Following the older association theory of perception, he asserted that memory images that rise to the surface correspond to immediate visual or tactile sensations, and to the mood of the dreamer. Thus, the thread of dreams is formed by memories, although the individual often does not recognize them because the memories are very old and are forgotten during the day, they are memories of objects that have been perceived absently during the day, or they are fragments of broken recollections that the memory brings together in an unrecognizable picture.

In the sleep state the mind is “disinterested” and is not forced to concentrate on a particular object or feeling. Also, the same faculties are active as during the day, although they are in a state of relaxation. While dreaming, the individual still perceives, remembers, and reasons, but lacks the effort required by the precision of the adjustment. Thus, for instance, because a sleeping person is unable to exert the effort required for concentration, the sound of a dog barking may be linked to the memory of a noisy meeting. In contrast, a positive effort would be required for this sound to be perceived as the barking of a dog. According to Bergson, the absence of this effort represents the only difference between the dreamer and the individual who is awake.

BERTI

Unlike other African peoples, the Berti, whose original homeland is the Tagabo Hills region in Northern Darfur province of the Republic of the Sudan, consider dreaming a private affair and only rarely discuss their dreams with others. They are not encouraged to dream or to remember their dreams, and a dreamless night is generally considered normal. They treat the dreams they do remember not as individual manifestations of the dreamer’s psychology, but rather as cultural representations, in the sense that the meaning of particular dream motifs are recognized and shared by everyone in Berti society.

In Berti thought, the spirit, which all living things possess (although there is no clear agreement as to where it resides in the human body), is believed to be intangible and detachable from the body. At night during sleep, the spirit is thought to leave the body and wander in different places, or back and forth in time. Its expeditions are experienced as dreams.

According to Ladislav Holy in his 1991 study of Berti dream interpretation, the Berti regard certain dream recollections, which are distinguished by the presence of specific images, as accounts of privileged glances by the soul into the future. In Berti society, everyone is supposed to have the ability to interpret the meaning of such figures and accounts, although some are more skilled than others. Special rules are to be followed, although they are not always systematic and recourse to extra dream contexts such as the current status of the dreamer is often necessary. There are no specialized interpreters, although sometimes a kinsman, a close neighbor, or friend is consulted when a dreamer is not sure about the significance of the dream experience.

Interpretation focuses on particular signs that the dreamer considers significant for the meaning of the dream. The signs appearing in dreams have the character of symbols when they are not in direct relation to the things or events they refer to. An example of a symbol is the wind, which in a Berti dream is recognized as a sign of anything undesirable in the future. The art of interpretation among the Berti varies according to how well the interpreter knows the signs and symbols and the significance of the context of the dream.

BIBLE AND DREAMS

In biblical accounts, the divine–human encounter occurs in a variety of ways, including direct apparitions of God as well as visions and intellectual inspirations. Dreams are one of the more common forms of divine communication. From Genesis to Revelation, God communicates with people through this medium.
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In the Bible, Jacob experienced his final dream about God and His prophecy while on his way to Egypt (1870 engraving by Gustave Doré).

Unlike other ancient peoples, such as the Egyptians, ancient Hebrews never actively sought to induce dreams through special practices, because they believed such manipulative divination would provide only false dreams. Furthermore, the Israelites differed from most other Near Eastern peoples in attitudes toward dreams in that they did not view them as coming from the realm of the dead. They also had a different approach to dream interpretation based on principles drawn from the Talmud, which contains the warnings of the prophets against false dreams and false interpreters.

An important difference between the ancient Jewish view of dreams and that of other peoples of the Near East is that the Jews, having become worshipers of one god rather than many special gods, believed that only this god could be the source of the divine revelations that came in their dreams. The Old Testament records only those dreams that helped to consolidate Judaism and confirm the chosen people’s messianic vocation and the spiritual hegemony of their god. Most of the dreams chronicled in the Old Testament come at the beginning of vital stages in Israel’s history.

For the biblical Jews, dreams had the function of summoning up events from the past and opening channels into the future. There were two types of dream accounts in Israel, auditory message dreams and symbolic dreams, which is the same division found more generally in the ancient Near East. In the Bible, symbolic dreams are reported solely by Gentiles—the pharaoh of the Exodus and Nebuchadnezzar—and, for this reason, symbolic dreams are less official than messenger dreams. According to Jewish belief, to derive their proper meaning, symbolic dreams must be interpreted by Jews.

In the Bible, the dream is a direct revelation from God concerning His involvement in human affairs. Some of those having dreams are prominent biblical characters, whereas others are just ordinary people. In the ancient world it was believed that God was more accessible to ordinary people in dreams than in daytime visions because in the latter a more subtle reality must compete with and overcome the perceptions of the senses. Thus, waking visions were obtained with difficulty, and only by those who were by nature already more spiritual.

The most prolific dreamers in the Hebrew Bible are the patriarchs, especially Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph. A particular characteristic of Biblical dreams is that different people, all concerned with the realization of a fundamental event, have dreams with parallel or convergent themes. For instance, in Genesis, Joseph, Jacob, Jacob’s father, the pharaoh, and the pharaoh’s officers all dream about the fulfillment of Joseph’s destiny. Not all dreams and visions reported in the Bible originate from God, although almost all of them have a divine source.

There are fewer references to dreams in the New Testament, and there is no record of Jesus’s dreams, although the Gospels, Acts, and Revelation continue to present the experience of God-inspired dreams. The New Testament contains such dreams as Joseph’s dreams, Peter’s trance dream, the dream of the wise men, and the dream of Revelation. Some of the more significant dreams of the New Testament are found in St. Matthew’s gospel, which reports the announcement of Christ’s conception, an event revealed directly to Joseph while he is awake: “Behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 1:20). The flight into Egypt is connected to three dreams: the dream of the wise men, who are warned not to return to Herod; the dream in which an angel tells the Holy Family to go into Egypt to escape Herod; and, after Herod’s death, the dream in which an angel again appears to Joseph in Egypt, telling him to return to the land of Israel.

One of the most curious dreams in the New Testament is that of the wife of Pontius Pilate, who urges her husband to release Jesus, rather than Barabbas, “for I have suffered many things this day in a dream because of him” (Matt. 27:19). Biblical dreams are almost all fulfilled, but in this case the advice in the dream is not followed, and Jesus is crucified. This event presents a fragment of an older tradition that can be found in the early Coptic church in which both Moses and Jesus were seen as powerful magicians. Thus, in the noncanonical Gospel of Nicodemus, the Jewish priests actually tell Pilate that Jesus is a conjurer, and with respect to Pilate’s wife’s dream warning, the chief priests reply: “Did we not say unto thee, he is a magician? Behold, he hath caused thy wife to dream.”

BIZARRENESS OF DREAMS

“I had the weirdest dream last night” is a familiar comment. The problem with this assertion is that it seems to imply that dreams should somehow not be bizarre, but in fact dreams often present us with twisted, surreal landscapes that almost always depart in significant ways from the logic of our everyday world. There are two major explanations for the surrealistic quality of our dreams, one physiological and the other psychological.

In the activation-synthesis model of dreaming, which stresses the purely physiological correlates of dreaming, it is asserted that during rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, the stage of sleep most closely connected with dreaming, the brain sends essentially random electrical signals to the higher mental centers of the forebrain. The forebrain then sorts through these signals and attempts to create a meaningful experience. The many dreams that are just masses of incoherent images represent incoming groups of signals that the brain was simply not able to synthesize.

The second explanation is Sigmund Freud‘s psychological view, which theorizes that the purpose of dreams is to allow us to satisfy in fantasies the instinctual urges that society judges unacceptable. So that we do not awaken as a result of the strong emotions that would be evoked if we were to dream about the literal fulfillment of such desires, the part of the mind that Freud called the censor transforms the dream content so as to disguise its true meaning. This transformation results in dreams that often seem bizarre and weird.

BOSS MEDARD

Medard Boss (1903–1990) was a mid-twentieth-century therapist who took what he referred to as a phenomenological approach to dreams. The term phenomenology has more than one meaning, but in this context it refers to an early twentieth-century philosophical movement that attempted to describe the essential structure of an observed phenomenon—as it is, so to speak—without compelling it to fit any existing theory about what the phenomenon should be. As such, phenomenology is more of a method than what we traditionally think of as a philosophy. While subsequent philosophers have realized that the ideal of “presuppositionless” inquiry advocated by phenomenology’s founder, Edmund Husserl, is probably impossible, the descriptive method which he formulated has stimulated many fruitful analyses.

For Boss, a phenomenological approach to dreams meant that the therapist analyzed patients’ dreams in terms of their given content—without making a distinction between their surface content and some unobserved, deeper content postulated by Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, or someone else. Boss believed that by so analyzing dreams one could discover the issues with which the dreamer was grappling. Once the issues were found and clarified, the patient would then be in a position to make choices that would improve the situation.

[image: ]

Dreams are very important in Buddhism, which views dreams as very often having to do with prophecy or as resulting from the influence of a deity. (Buddhist statues at the Wat Yai Chai-mongkol, Ayutthaya, Thailand.)

BUDDHISM

Buddhism is one of the great religions of the world, third in size (in terms of number of adherents) after Christianity and Islam. Originating as a splinter sect from Hinduism (much as Christianity began as an outgrowth of Judaism), Buddhism spread throughout Asia, all but disappearing in India, the land of its birth. Buddhism shares many of its basic notions, such as the doctrine of reincarnation, with Hinduism.

As in other areas of the world, Asians have speculated extensively about the significance of dreams, often coming to much the same conclusion as other cultures. Certain dreams, for instance, have often been regarded as messages from the gods. In Buddhism, which claims no supreme divinity as such, dreams can nevertheless represent messages from divine agencies.

The earliest Buddhist scriptures, for example, tell the story of how the future Buddha’s mother had a dream in which four kings carried her bed to a mountain peak where four queens greeted her with jewels and escorted her to a palace of gold: “A white elephant with six shining ivory tusks appeared and painlessly pierced her side with a thrust of its tusk. She awoke to the song of a blue bird and realized that she had immaculately conceived” (Van de Castle, p. 39—see Sources). This dream was interpreted as signifying that she was pregnant with someone who would become either a world ruler or a world teacher.

Where India outstrips other cultural traditions is in the development of the theme of this life or this world as a kind of dream. According to the mainstream of Hindu religious thought—which was adopted wholesale by Buddhism—the individual soul is trapped in the sufferings involved with life in this world. And because of reincarnation, even death does not release one from this world. In most of the religious traditions of southern Asia, including Buddhism, release or liberation from the cycle of death and rebirth is the ultimate goal of the spiritual life. A metaphor often used to describe the insight that leads directly to liberation is awakening from a dream. However, while certain schools of philosophical Hinduism have argued that this world is literally as insubstantial as a dream, most schools of Buddhist thought have emphasized that this world is as unimportant as a dream.

In the Questions of King Milinda (an early Indian Buddhist work), it is said that the persons who dream are (1) those under the influence of a deity, (2) those who dream under the influence of their experiences, and (3) those with prophetic dreams. This relative sophistication did not carry into the Theravadin tradition, in which dreams generally came to be regarded as the resulting from worldly attachments, and thus as distracting. There was, nevertheless, a distinction drawn between two forms of prophetic dreams: auspicious and inauspicious. The former result from the direct influence of a Buddha, and the latter from the unrefined tendencies of human nature. Some of Buddhism’s most interesting contributions to dreams and dream lore have been carried out by Tibetan Buddhists (see Yoga and Tibet).
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