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Foreword to the Series ‘Boundaries of Consciousness’

On Dreams and Dreaming is the first volume of a series on ‘Boundaries of Consciousness’, which plans to explore the uncharted territory at the edge of our current psychological knowledge. Some of this territory extends into what has been called spirituality or the sacred, and scholars of religious studies and philosophers are as much a part of these conversations as are psychologists and psychoanalysts. The present volume is the fruit of a symposium held at Wasan Island in Lake Muskoka in Ontario, Canada, in August 2009. It will be followed by further symposiums on the paranormal or anomalous phenomena in 2010 and on death and dying in 2011.

Wasan Island is for me a special place where people who want to interact without distractions can meet and learn from each other. A heart-shaped island covered with trees, in the middle of Lake Muskoka in Canada, it lends itself to being a retreat for groups who want to venture into new experiences as well as into an exciting group process.

Wasan Island protects and inspires such learning processes that take place between creative opening and concentrated cooperation, between an ambitious orientation on results and a group dynamic that is typical of the island. For ten years now, the Breuninger Foundation has invited personalities from science, industry, culture and international organizations to Wasan Island during the summer months.

In 2008, we began, with Sudhir Kakar and Almuth Sellschopp, a series of meetings bringing together individuals with high academic reputations in the fields of theology, philosophy, medicine, history and psychotherapy. The intention was to give them the opportunity to present their latest findings from their areas of expertise, to discuss them critically in a protected space, and to locate the findings within a wider, public context.

This concern goes back to my father, the founder of the foundation, Heinz Breuninger, a man who was a model of openness in dialogue and a readiness to get involved, without prejudice, in contradictions.

His main focus was universal history, and under the direction of Rolf-Peter Sieferle the Breuninger Foundation has made a name for itself with the ‘Europäische Sonderweg’—European Special Way.

I try to connect my personal scientific upbringing and studies as an economist and psychologist, my socialization within a business family and my situation as a European, to my many years of spiritual experience—the practice of yoga and meditation, and an intense intellectual engagement with Eastern philosophies—without getting stuck in esotericism.

The meetings are not only about a high-level, detailed imparting of knowledge but about embedding this knowledge in a dialogue within a small circle: a shared search for ways between difference of views (diversity) and commonness within a framework whose format differs markedly from most academic events. Whereas most academic seminars are concerned with approval or rejection, the differences between positions in the Wasan conversations are valued and controversial viewpoints and dissent are expected to have space to develop.

Wasan Island can then be understood as an ‘experimental field’ in which—as in the following report on the dream seminar—timeless and contemporary, Western and Eastern views of the truth (a definite logic as against the acknowledgement of contradictions) meet.

Thanks to its unique spiritual strength, stemming from its indigenous native American past, Wasan Island is particularly suitable as a location for this project. To this is added a boundary situation that originates from the island itself: its spatial configuration, and a fixed time frame. Paradoxically perhaps, this allows an opening, a movement towards unity, a step beyond the borders of individuality and autonomy. The processes of the symposiums allow the participants to present their position authentically and without fear, to engage with the position of the other without prejudice and without evaluation, and without the feeling that dissent will be edged out. This results in a very fruitful learning climate.

Two important elements of the Wasan conversations should be mentioned: on the one hand, it regularly happens during the course of the symposium that ‘world famous’ scientists from widely different fields become people who display an interest in dialogue beyond their immediate presentation, and who use the island situation with its various opportunities—at the dock, at dinner and afterwards—to carry their discussions further. This experience makes the Wasan offer of free spaces outside the formal meetings, in groups and among individuals, so important.

Another element is the transfer that takes place, often of very complicated experiences, ‘back into the world’. This transfer should, in the understanding of the Foundation, be commensurate with the outcome of the event and its capacity to apprehend reality—always with the ‘humanistic chance’ of returning to Wasan Island to assimilate the continually developing process of understanding experience, and to continue the dialogue.

The project ‘Boundaries of Consciousness’, with Sudhir Kakar as project leader, comprises four successive seminars. His personality embodies a style of leadership that has the courage, liveliness and spontaneity to look for new balances between psyche and spirituality, and thereby to protect boundaries and construct barriers in the face of potential abysses. Gently sensitive, I see him as an experienced mountain guide on the glaciers of new psycho-spiritual territory, focused on bringing into awareness the barriers of consciousness between subject and object, opposite and yet related, and always aware of the crevasses that lie in wait for the unwary.

My wish is for the reader to encounter the individual contributions with the same curiosity, openness and tolerance that are such a feature of the conference atmosphere on Wasan Island.

Helga Breuninger


Introduction

This volume is the product of an unusual symposium that brought together a distinguished philosopher, a highly regarded Freudian psychoanalyst, a leading Jungian analyst and some of the world’s foremost scholars of dream studies to reflect on the phenomena of dreams and dreaming which have fascinated human beings through the ages and across all cultures. Beginning with a personal introduction to the subject of dreams, the contributors, from North America, Europe and India, discuss one or other or both these questions in their highly original ways before ending with reflections on the wider implications of their contributions. Another eminent psychoanalyst summarizes the discussions that followed the presentations.

The diversity of viewpoints and the wealth of ideas is the potential strength of any volume of collected essays by different authors. The potential weakness of such an undertaking is this very multiformity that can bewilder a reader searching for a coherent framework that holds the diverse contributions together, a reader who is curious to know ‘how it all hangs together’. The task of an introduction is not to provide this missing framework where one doesn’t exist but at least to try and find common links between the essays and thus provide a canvas for an artwork that is less a painting than a collage.

The first link between the contributors is a shared assumption that dreams are meaningful and dreaming a purposeful activity. This is not as self-evident as it may appear to many readers, especially in non-Western cultures where the meaningfulness of dreams has generally remained an unchallenged belief. In the Western discourse though, there has been a persistent category of ‘scientific’ sceptics who have rejected the claim that dreams have any meaning at all, or at least one that can be derived from their interpretation. The current claim of some neuroscientists that dreams are meaningless by-products of the central nervous system stimulated during sleep have a tradition that goes back to the ‘associationist’ European philosophers of the 18th and 19th centuries who—the experimental psychologist Wilhelm Wundt is perhaps the most prominent—though not completely denying that dreams could have a meaning, believed that they were fortuitously fashioned by an idling cognitive apparatus. The basic associationist premise goes back even further to the Greco-Roman days where ‘enlightened’ people declared that dreams were not messages from gods—the popular view on the meaning of dreams—but were natural products of the relaxed soul.1

Here, I should also mention a strand of opinion that does not deny significance to the dream but questions whether this significance can be revealed through interpretation or whether even an attempt to decode the meaning of a dream should be made. The logic of this position holds that the dream is a subjective experience attended by powerful effects. Recalling, narrating and interpreting it in words may make it lose something essential. In other words, the search for explanation may foreclose the full experience of the dream and its aftermaths in the psyche. Like dance, music or ritual, dreams have significance and meanings but these are not equivalent to their verbal interpretations.2 In Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Bottom is an upholder of this position: ‘I have had a most rare vision. I have had a dream past the wit of man to say what the dream was. Man is but an ass, if he go about to expound this dream …’3 Some Hindu formulations veer towards a similar viewpoint when they emphasize that the purpose of the dream is to experience the powerful effects—pleasure, sadness, fear, that are caused by karma and requite the dreamer for good or evil deeds. The experience of troubling and painful emotions in the dream, for instance, purges the dreamer of bad karma. A king who has the saddening or frightening dream of being a beggar, is purging himself of bad karma; what is central is the experience of the dream, not its karmic explanation.4

Our contributors, though, neither subscribe to the proposition that dreams are meaningless nor are quite prepared to embrace the view that to ‘understand’ a dream all dream theories should be jettisoned. The meaning of dreams (in an extended sense they include nightmares, hallucinations, visions) is still central to their enquiry together with the related, perennial question of the relationship between dreaming and other forms of consciousness.

My effort to provide a semblance of order to the variety of erudite and highly stimulating essays in this book derives from and expands on Erik Erikson’s observation that a human being is simultaneously a soma, a psyche and a polis or, in other words, at every moment of his being, a person is a part of his bodily, mental and social orders. To the three categories of soma, psyche and polis, I would also add a more controversial cosmos. That is, a person is not only a body, mind or social being but also partakes of a ‘spiritual’ order, which has been variously conceptualized by different cultures at various times of history as animated by gods, ancestral spirits, demonic beings or, in more sophisticated formulations, as God, Universal Spirit or simply the Sacred. Dreams, then, are communications with the soma, psyche, polis or cosmos of the dreamer.

I am aware that many mainstream psychologists and neuroscientists will view the addition of a cosmos dimension with deep suspicion since it questions a reigning scientific consensus on the nature of human consciousness as a property of the brain. The inclusion of a cosmic dimension breaks the mould by suggesting that a dream may originate outside the brain as conventionally understood. The organization of this volume, however, demands the inclusion of cosmos as a source of the dream. This position is no longer the province of ‘esoteric’ traditions but is also held by some serious scholars of dream studies who proceed from an intriguing model of the mind that is at the junction of the body and the universe, much like a TV set that is also receiving signals from the cosmos and not only from the neurons firing in the brain.

With the exception of Daniel Deslauriers’s contribution, the essays in the book are clustered around the psyche and cosmos aspects of the dream. Christoph Tüercke’s essay may be characterized as occupying one end of the psyche–cosmos spectrum. His is an ‘originological’ approach that relates dreams to the origins of human life and consciousness, a philosophical archaeology of the mind that seeks to uncover the ‘proto-psyche’ origins of dreams (and of human culture). At the other end of the spectrum is Madhu Tandan’s more teleological approach that seeks to connect dreams to the ends or goals of life and thus focuses on dreams that go beyond the psychological and are a response to a ‘more urgent call of the Beyond’.

As the first of the three planned symposiums on the ‘Boundaries of Consciousness’, expeditions into the uncharted land between psyche and spirit, the psyche-cosmos emphasis on the meaning of dreams and dreaming by our invited contributors is not coincidental. But before I come to the contributions of our individual authors, let me make a few remarks on the soma and polis dimensions of dreaming, which are relatively absent in this volume.

The dream as communication with the soma, the body, is of little interest in modern dream scholarship. These dreams, like the dream of drinking water when thirsty, are seen as simple somatic communications that do not require interpretive skills. The body, in the form of the brain/mind entity does play an important role in laboratory dream research in mapping the physiological correlates of dreaming and sleeping but this research does not enlighten us further on the meaning of dream images.5 Interpretation of dreams as a form of sophisticated communication with the body are more characteristic of some ancient dream theories. In Charaka Samhita, the founding text of Ayurveda, for instance, dreams reflecting imbalance or sickness in the body is one of the seven categories of dreams.6 Given the proper context of a dream, its particular embeddedness, acidity or excess bile may be reflected in a dream of fire, seeing different snakes may be indicative of fluctuations in blood pressure while wearing red bridal apparel in a woman’s dream can indicate the imminent onset of her menstruation. With the rapid progress in brain-mapping techniques, research interest in the diagnostic and prognostic aspects of dreams may well be due for a revival that will go beyond the symbolic interpretations, which are limited by their cultural embeddedness.

Deslauriers’s contribution on the intersubjective, relational and cultural aspects of dreaming in this volume, its polis dimension, has its forerunners in many small, culturally homogenous societies where people shared their dreams in a group setting, facilitating the attunement of members of the group with each other. An emotional attunement within the group and the sharing of common cultural symbols appears to be basic to the polis aspect of dreaming which, very often, did not even require a specialist for the decoding of a dream. When Joseph reports a dream in which the sun, moon and the eleven stars bowed to him, his father Jacob immediately rebukes him, ‘What is this dream that thou hast dreamt? Shall I and thy mother and thy brethren indeed come to bow ourselves down to earth to thee?’7 In Hindu mythology, Ganesha, the elephant-headed god, is the god of luck and wealth and a Hindu does not need to be told that dreaming of an elephant is always a harbinger of good fortune, a symbolic association that will remain obscure in other cultures. He might need a dream specialist only to work out further details such as, ‘If the elephant is friendly and happy, expect a change in your luck for the better. If the dreamer was riding an elephant, this indicates a rise in social status. A performing elephant augurs a new friend, while a working elephant hints at success through your own efforts. Even an angry or frightened elephant, or even if it attacks you, is not all that bad an omen. It only implies delays in the attainment of your goals.’

The polis aspect of dreams is generally absent in modern societies. At most, it appears only in intimate dyadic relationships, such as when a husband and wife tell their dreams to each other in perhaps an unconscious attempt to establish a deeper level of communication than the one they currently share. The interpersonal communicative aspect of dreaming also plays a role in clinical psychoanalysis where, for many analysts, dreams are a means to clarify and deepen the transference-countertransference relationship rather than being the ‘royal road’ to the patient’s unconscious as was earlier the case; the dream ‘meaning’ is created in the therapeutic relationship rather than being decoded.

Before I come to the individual essays, let me make a cross-cultural observation on the psyche-cosmos dimensions of dreaming, which is the major concern of this volume. It is my impression that the Western tradition has generally regarded the cosmos aspect with some apprehension and distaste. Consistent with the enlightened Greek thought on the Self being more a psychological than spiritual category, dreams were not sent by gods but were a product of human imagination. In Plato’s influential view that finds echoes in Freud, the dream-producing imagination is part of man’s animal and instinctual nature, ‘a terrible, fierce and lawless brood of desires’8 that reveal themselves when reason abdicates its control during sleep. Incorporated into the teachings of the church, dreams reflected wicked desires that were stimulated and formed into images by the devils the predominant expression of cosmos in dreams till the enlightenment. Not that god is completely absent in the Christian tradition of dreams. Acting through the dreamer’s conscience, the divine enters the dream by punishing the dreamer through the infliction of nightmares.

The cosmos is more benign in most Eastern traditions such as Hinduism. Though ‘demonic’ spirits may produce some dreams, these spirits are less evil than unfortunate or dissatisfied ghosts awaiting their transformation into ancestral spirits. For the ‘evolved’ representatives of the culture, such as the sages of the Upanishads (c. 700 BC), dreams are created by the Brahman, the Universal Soul or Universal Consciousness, and are an index of the dreamer’s progress on the spiritual path. Especially significant are images seen in the twilight, sandhya state—the hypnagogic and hypnopompic states between waking and sleeping—when the impressions unfolded in the psyche by the Brahman are seen as dream images. This also brings me to a brief comment on the East-West views on the relationship between the dreaming and waking states. Historically in the West, as Tracey Kahan elaborates at the beginning of her paper, the two were seen as discontinuous phenomena although empirical evidence from contemporary dream research has begun to challenge the notion of impermeable boundaries between the two states. The boundaries between waking and dreaming are more permeable in the Hindu, specifically Upanishadic, thought, which has influenced Hindu views on the relationship between the dreaming and waking states. The Upanishads distinguish four states of waking, dreaming, dreamless sleep and a transcendent, ‘absolute’ fourth state of turiya in which the individual soul is identical with the Universal Spirit, the well-known atman-Brahman identity. The four states are not discrete but blend into each other. The waking state is a distorted image of the fourth state while the dreaming and dreamless states are the intermediate steps to turiya. From the viewpoint of the ‘absolute’, turiya is more ‘real’ than the other states; waking is then but a long dream, deergha svapna, a position developed to an extreme by Mahayana Buddhism. In the West, the Hindu and Buddhist takes on different states of consciousness in dream are partly reflected in Carl Gustav Jung’s view that we continually dream but that consciousness while waking makes such a noise that we do not ‘hear’ the dream or in Wilfred Bion’s idea that dreaming is a continuous process that takes place in the waking life as well as in sleep.

The Essays

Kelly Bulkeley, one of the world’s leading dream scholars, begins his essay on ‘big dreams’ (as contrasted with ordinary dreams), those rare but intensely memorable dreams, by providing an overview of empirical findings on the phenomenology of dreams and sleep. His effort is to integrate the latest findings of brain/mind science with the resources of religious studies and anthropology to map four prototypes of highly memorable dreams.

The German philosopher, Christoph Tüercke, accords the dream a most exalted status by viewing it as the midwife of human consciousness. His essay is a bold excursion into human prehistory that traces the evolution of conscious awareness back to the dream that ameliorated the traumas of nature and the horrors of human sacrifice. As a kind of Ur-Freud, Tüercke goes beyond the Master in identifying the mechanisms of condensation, displacement and reversal, which Freud thought were central to dream formation, as also those that are responsible for the emergence of human culture.

Patrick Mahony makes a major contribution to the psychoanalytic discourse on dreams with his notion that the dream should not be interpreted in isolation but that it is embedded in the ‘dormancy triangle’ of going to sleep, sleep and waking up. His discussions of the three phases of dormancy, enlivened and informed by case illustrations from his psychoanalytic practice, once again demonstrates the vital role clinical work with dreams must play in dream studies, especially in the generation of imaginative ideas and hypotheses for empirical research.

In his lucid essay on nightmares, Luigi Zoja, a Jungian analyst, explores a terrain similar to that of Christoph Tüercke insofar that he too views the origin of consciousness in harrowing events of prehistory, which can be subsumed under the general heading of ‘human destructiveness’. For Zoja, the nightmare is the inner counterpart of murderous attack, an annihilating emotion of Otherness that cannot be metabolized by the psyche. He shows why it is not a coincidence that nightmares explode among soldiers subjected to ‘shell shock’ in wars; their nightmares are the inner counterpart to intolerable adversarial encounters.

The focus of Tracey Kahan’s essay, as also of her research over many years, is the relationship of dreaming to waking, especially the dreaming-to-waking transfer. We are all familiar with anecdotes about solving scientific or artistic problems in dreams. Kahan briefly summarizes other types of dreaming-to-waking transfer before discussing the important issues and empirical evidence relating to the transformative potential of dreaming—that is, the role dreams can play in the evolution of consciousness and fundamental changes in behaviour and personality.

As I have already mentioned, Daniel Deslauriers provides a welcome corrective to the widespread view of the dream as an individual and private phenomenon. Using case illustrations, including an account of his own experiences in Bali, Deslauriers discusses different forms of intersubjectivity in dreams and shows how dream meaning often arises from an intersubjective space in which two or more people participate.

Fariba Bogzaran is one of the pioneers in the study of lucid dream—that is, a dream in which the sleeper is aware that he or she is dreaming and where the lucid dreamer can actively participate in and often manipulate the dream environment. Bogzaran discusses varieties of experiences in lucid dreaming (including those with the cosmos dimension) and pays special attention to Eastern approaches to lucid dreaming, such as the ancient practice of dream yoga in Tibetan Buddhism.

Relying on a set of dreams, her own and those of other disciples in a Himalayan monastery, the writer and dream scholar Madhu Tandan highlights the cosmos dimension of dreams. Tandan argues that dreams are not only related to the empirical personality but, during a spiritual journey, access a level of consciousness beyond the psychological, a consciousness that can only be described as ‘awareness, mindfulness or just witnessing’.

The psychoanalyst Almuth Sellschopp ably summarizes the discussions that took place at the end of each presentation, preserving the flavour of the give-and-take and the insights that arise spontaneously in discussions but are not part of the written record.

Sudhir Kakar


Big Dreams: The Science of Highly Memorable Dreaming

Kelly Bulkeley

The first dream I remember occurred when I was four or five years old. I saw a winged angel on fire, consumed by dark red flames, slowly falling to pieces in the entry hall of my childhood home. During adolescence I suffered recurrent nightmares of being chased. My antagonists varied, but the panic of not being able to escape always awoke me with heart-thumping fear and physical distress. These nightmares prompted my initial interest in the subject of dreams. I couldn’t help wondering where these recurrent nightmares came from. What did they mean?

When I was twenty-one, after I’d been keeping a dream journal for a couple of years, I had a dream of Darth Vader, the black-clad villain from the Star Wars movies.1 A violent antagonist in previous nightmares, he now stood calmly before me without his helmet. He had long golden hair and he wore tan leather boots. He said this: ‘You have some of the best guerilla fighters in the known universe. But you don’t have me.’

For twenty-eight years now I have continued with the dream journal, recording an average of one or two dreams a week. For each dream I note the conditions of sleep that night along with events from the past day, waking associations and symbolic amplifications. I usually don’t stop exploring a dream until I’ve been struck by at least one surprising idea or feeling. Starting ten years ago, I began the additional practice of coding the contents of each dream (e.g., for characters, emotions, social interactions, etc.) using a modified version of the Hall and Van de Castle system of content analysis. I have found this a very useful way of tracking larger patterns and notable anomalies across time.

I share these personal experiences and practices as a matter of intellectual honesty in the study of dreams. Everyone approaches the subject, first and foremost, through their own personal dreaming. This is true for researchers and clinicians as well. From Freud and Jung onwards, the influence of the investigator’s own dreams has been a strong factor in new theoretical and practical developments in dream psychology. Although this might seem problematic from a scientific point of view, it actually reflects nothing more than a commonsense acknowledgment that our most direct access to the realm of dreaming comes through our individual dream lives. To rely only on one’s own dreams would be solipsistic; but to deny any relevance to those dreams would be equally shortsighted. Ideally they serve as one source of information among many, inspiring questions and hypotheses that can be explored and tested out in the world using broader sets of empirical data.

Starting Point

The history of modern Western dream science can be summed up in terms of the types of evidence that researchers have chosen as their privileged means of insight into the deeper nature of dreaming. Sigmund Freud focused on wish-fulfilment dreams reported during analytic sessions. Jung took special interest in adult recollections of the earliest remembered dreams of childhood. David Foulkes, J. Allan Hobson and other experimental physiologists have concentrated on dream reports gathered during rapid eye movement (REM) sleep from subjects in a sleep laboratory. Ernest Hartmann and other clinical psychotherapists have drawn theoretical implications from their treatment of people suffering recurrent nightmares, particularly after a traumatic experience. Calvin Hall, Robert Van de Castle, G. William Domhoff and other quantitative social scientists have analysed the written responses of college students to classroom surveys about their ‘most recent dreams’. Stephen LaBerge, Jayne Gackenbach, Fariba Bogzaran and Tracey Kahan have explored lucid dreams, documenting the variable qualities of consciousness and self-reflective awareness reported in dreaming.

The approach I use follows Jung most closely, though it draws insight and inspiration from all of the above. The primary topic of this chapter concerns what Jung called ‘big dreams’, defined as rare but unusually vivid and highly arousing dreams that make a lasting impact on the dreamer’s waking consciousness. (Earliest remembered dreams represent a subset of the larger category of big dreams, which may be experienced at various times in life, not just childhood.) These infrequent but highly memorable dreams provide evidence in support of a better understanding of the evolved nature and open-ended potential of the dreaming imagination.

In taking this approach I have been influenced most recently by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in his book The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable.2 The ‘black swan’ is a single extraordinary observation that invalidates general assumptions based on repeated observations of ordinary phenomena. (Seeing thousands of white swans may prompt the general assumption ‘all swans are white’, but that claim is refuted by just one sighting of a black swan). Taleb says,

Our world is dominated by the extreme, the unknown, and the very improbable (improbable according to our current knowledge)—and all the while we spend our time engaged in small talk, focusing on the known, and the repeated. This implies the need to use the extreme event as a starting point and not treat it as an exception to be pushed under the rug.3

Towards the end of The Black Swan he puts it like this:

The traditional Gaussian [bell-curve] way of looking at the world begins by focusing on the ordinary, and then deals with exceptions or so-called outliers as ancillaries. But there is a second way, which takes the exceptional as a starting point and treats the ordinary as subordinate.4

Taleb’s methodological principle directly applies to the study of dreaming. Big dreams are the black swans of the oneiric realm. The fact of their occurrence invalidates theories based only on observations of ordinary, average, normal dreams (although much can be learned by studying ordinary dreams, as shown below). The black swans of big dreaming provide insight into the deeper potentials of the human brain/mind system, even if such dreams are inherently unpredictable and difficult to study.5

The goal of this chapter is to provide an overview of the current dream research to help establish a better empirical foundation for the study of big dreams, a foundation broad enough to include all sources of valid data, including the anomalous, the extraordinary, the rogue. As I conceive it, this foundation will consist of at least four areas of research: ordinary dream reports, big dream reports, ordinary brain/mind functioning in sleep and extraordinary brain/mind functioning in sleep (or X). The relations between these four areas can be pictured in this equation:

[image: ]

Thanks to decades of work from investigators in many different fields, we now have a great deal of solid information about the common features of ordinary dream reports. We also have a sizable body of scientific literature about the ordinary functioning of the brain/mind system during sleep. A growing body of data has accumulated on significant patterns in big dream reports. We do not, however, know much about the X in this equation, the brain/mind processes that accompany big dreams. We know a little from research on other states of intensified brain/mind activity, and we can make provisional inferences from the information we possess about the other three factors in the equation and the relations between them. But overall, this remains the terra incognita of dream studies.

This chapter focuses primarily on outlining what is known about the other three factors to provide an empirical research context for the book as a whole.6 The question of the X factor will be revisited in the conclusion.

Ordinary Dream Reports

Paradoxically, an excellent way to begin studying big dreams is to survey the most widely accepted facts about ordinary dreams. The following portrait of these facts represents a meta-analysis of data from multiple sources of research, including surveys and questionnaires, long-term journals, sleep lab experiments, psychotherapeutic case studies, historical texts and cross-cultural reports. To be sure, there are significant differences between these sources, and it must be emphasized that every dream report is shaped by episodic memory and cultural practices of communication, meaning we never know for sure if a dream report is a perfect match to the dream experience. But within that horizon of caution, a broad scientific consensus already exists on several important points. These include the findings that:

	Nearly all humans remember at least some dreams.
	A very small number of people report never dreaming.
	Ordinary dreams are mostly visual and auditory, with some tactile sensations and very little smell or taste.
	The whole range of emotions can appear in dreams, but many dreams have no emotional tone at all.
	High-level mental abilities for rational thought, decision-making and self-reflection are active and normally functional in some dreams, but not in others.
	Most dreams contain one or more characters other than the dreamer.
	Many dreams involve speaking, listening and common forms of social interaction.


These are some of the uncontroversial conclusions anyone would reach after considering the available research data on ordinary dream reports. Whatever else we may want to say about the nature or functions of dreaming, these are the basic empirical facts of ordinary human dream life as identified by multiple sources of investigation. As such, they establish the boundaries for the future development of general dream theories, helping us sort out the better from worse explanations. For example, a theory asserting that dreaming is defined by bizarre failures of mental functioning would have to be discarded because it runs afoul of the well-documented occurrence of complex mental activity and social intelligence in ordinary dream reports.

Several researchers have identified additional patterns in the form and content of ordinary dreams. The precise contours of these patterns are still subject of debate but the underlying phenomena seem real and worthy of our attention. They include the findings that:

	Children dream more often of animals than adults do.
	Women tend to remember more dreams than men do.
	Men’s dreams tend to be more aggressive and more sexual than women’s dreams.
	Men dream more often of male characters than female characters, while women tend to dream evenly about male and female characters.
	Falling dreams are much more common than flying dreams.
	Some dreams include explicit references to cultural symbols and metaphors.
	The primary emotional concerns and activities of the waking life are accurately reflected in the frequencies of various elements of the dream content (the continuity hypothesis).7


Putting all that information together, each piece of which derives from an extensive body of research, we can fill in the bottom-left corner of the equation with a reasonably clear picture of the basic features of ordinary dreaming and its continuities with the waking life.

Ordinary Brain/Mind Functioning in Sleep

The next step is to fill out another part of the equation by considering the leading scientific findings on the brain/mind system in sleep.

A dream, as defined in this chapter, is an imagined world created and experienced by a person during sleep. Sleep provides the physiological context out of which dreaming emerges (this sets aside for now the intriguing question of how dreaming relates to other altered states that occur outside of sleep). By outlining the best-known facts about brain/mind functioning in ordinary sleep we can improve our knowledge of ordinary dreams, and ultimately of big dreams too.

The key methodological question at this point regards mind–body relations. What can the physiological processes of sleep tell us about the psychological experiences of dreaming? Without having space to argue for a philosophy of interactive dualism, this chapter will adopt as a working assumption the idea that dreaming is correlated with, but not strictly determined by, the brain/mind’s activities during sleep.8 More than a half century of sleep laboratory research has provided abundant evidence that the mental experience of dreaming and the bodily process of sleeping are interacting with each other, with influences moving in both directions.9 The exact nature and range of those interactions remain unknown. As a result, great caution must be used in making claims about dreams (big or little) based on the physiology of sleep. Many important variables need to be considered, including sleep stage, time of night and individual difference factors, before making any theoretical declarations with real confidence. That remains a task for future research.

In the meantime, and as a way of tilling the soil for that coming research, we can survey current information about sleep and highlight some of the likely areas of correlation with dreaming. In so doing we acknowledge a real, dynamic and mutual interaction between the sleeping brain and the dreaming mind, but we do not commit ourselves (yet) to any particular model of that interaction. We proceed in the philosophical middle zone between strict dualism (dreaming is entirely autonomous from sleep) and strict monism (dream psychology can be entirely reduced to sleep physiology). This is what I call interactive dualism, and for present purposes it provides a pragmatic framework in which to consider the scientific study of sleep in relation to dreaming.

Let’s consider what is known about sleep:

	Sleep has evolved as a biologically vital process in all mammalian species.
	Virtually all mammals sleep according to regular cycles of physiological activation known (for now) as REM and non-REM sleep.
	The high levels of neuro-electrical brain activity during REM are comparable to the levels found in the brain during waking.
	REM sleep occurs with the greatest frequency in foetuses and newborns.
	REM sleep is accompanied by increased respiration, heart rate and genital arousal, leading to erections in men and clitoral swelling in women.
	For humans, a typical eight-hour sleep will include four or five cycles of REM and non-REM sleep, with a total REM time of around two hours.
	Towards the end of the sleep cycle, the REM phases grow longer and begin alternating exclusively with long phases of stage-two non-REM sleep.
	Both REM and non-REM sleep have been associated with mental functions involved in memory, learning and information processing.
	REM sleep has been the sleep stage most closely correlated with dreaming.
	Dreaming is not, however, isomorphic with REM sleep; dreams may be reported from any stage of sleep.


The latter point needs to be underscored because the claim that REM sleep equals dreaming continues to mislead people who assume that it represents the most scientific, fact-based view. On the contrary, it represents an abandonment of the scientific method, a failure to account for contrary evidence indicating that a) genuine dreaming occurs in non-REM as well as REM sleep and b) the brain/mind processes necessary for dreaming do not depend on REM sleep. The evidence suggests that REM sleep is best understood as a reliable trigger for dreaming. Other stages of non-REM sleep with elevated cerebral activation can also give rise to dreaming, though perhaps less frequently than REM. Debate continues over the relative differences and similarities between REM and non-REM dreams.

In recent years a small number of neuroscientific studies of sleep have yielded intriguing results about which areas of the brain are relatively more or less active during sleep. Much more work needs to be done in replicating and extending their findings. But these few studies give a glimpse of how a better neuroscientific understanding of sleep might advance our overall knowledge of dreams.

	Non-REM sleep is associated with diminished activation throughout the neural system.
	REM sleep involves complex variations in the dorso-lateral prefrontal cortex, the region of the brain associated with ‘executive functions’ of consciousness like focused attention, short-term memory and linear rationality.
	REM sleep involves heightened activation in the limbic system of the brain, associated with instinctive behavioural patterns, memory and emotional evaluation.
	REM sleep involves heightened activation of secondary visual processes in the occipital lobe, associated with visual imagination.


By themselves, these findings do not tell us anything directly about dreaming. The studies focus on relatively small numbers of people and include very little information about any of the dreams they might have experienced. The best that can be said is that the findings are not terribly surprising—they correspond in a general way to the cognitive, emotional and visual qualities found in ordinary dream reports. For instance, it would be surprising if neuro-imaging studies found low activation in the occipital lobe, since that would indicate a major disconnect with the psychological experience of visual dreams.

To summarize and synthesize all the evidence considered so far: dreaming is a pan-human experience of imaginative creativity during sleep. Deeply rooted in mammalian evolution, dreaming emerges from a complex interplay of brain/mind processes connected to visual imagination, emotional evaluation, memory formation and social intelligence. Dream recall is variable, but most people remember at least some of their dreams, and those dreams tend to reflect their most important waking-life concerns and activities.

Big Dream Reports

Jung used the terms ‘little’ and ‘big’ dreams to refer to the widespread tendency of human cultures to distinguish ordinary dreams associated with everyday activities in personal life (little) from unusually intense and impactful dreams associated with collective existential themes (big). Also calling them ‘significant dreams’, Jung says they ‘are often remembered for a lifetime, and not infrequently prove to be the richest jewel in the treasure-house of psychic experience’.10

In his seminars on children’s dreams, Jung and several of his most prominent early followers discussed and interpreted a number of adult recollections of earliest remembered dreams. Some of Jung’s symbolic translations may not persuade contemporary readers sceptical about using this kind of data, but he and his colleagues deserve credit for taking the important first step of focusing specifically on dreams with long-lasting impact on memory and waking consciousness.11 In the language of this chapter, Jung saw the black swans in early childhood dreaming. He recognized the methodological importance of rare but extremely vivid and highly memorable dreams, and he did not shy away from the fact that such dreams are regularly associated with religious teachings and spiritual experiences.

This may seem to be the moment when the study of dreams steps off the scientific deep end. But if we follow the same approach used in the previous two sections, i.e., concentrating only on what we know with great confidence based on multiple sources of evidence, the following points can be asserted as the most scientifically grounded information about big dreams:

	Many cultures do make a general distinction between significant and insignificant dreams, often casting it in religious terms (e.g., divine dream visions and merely human dreams).
	Nightmares are an especially widespread form of highly memorable dreaming, with a high prevalence among the general population of two primal themes: being chased or attacked by another character (especially animals), and falling or losing control of one’s body (e.g., feeling paralysed).
	At the other end of the emotional spectrum, some highly memorable dreams involve feelings of intense sexual pleasure that carry over into physiological arousal on waking (wet dreams).
	Among the most emotionally positive big dreams are those involving seemingly magical phenomena (e.g., flying, dead people appearing alive again), with qualities of unusually intense realism.
	Other factors associated with big dreams include recurrence, aesthetics, bizarreness, temporality and lucidity.


Much more can be said about research on the various qualities of highly memorable dreams, but we already have enough good empirical data to develop a basic mapping of big dreams. An initial version of that mapping starts by recognizing four different forms that big dreams usually take, which I call prototypes:12
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The concentric circles indicate the extent of a dream’s intensity, memorability and impact on the individual. At the centre are dreams that possess insufficient strength to cross the memory threshold, i.e., dreams never rising to the level of waking awareness. Most of what passes through the mind during each night’s sleep is forgotten in this sense. Close to the centre are ordinary dreams relating to the mundane concerns of daily life. Such dreams do little more than reflect the current physical and emotional conditions of the individual. They are usually forgotten soon after waking.

The wider the circle in the diagram, the greater the dream’s intensity and the more likely it will be remembered upon awakening. Farther from the centre of the diagram are dreams that, while less frequent, are extremely memorable and impactful when they do occur. This is the realm of big dreams. With physically arousing surges of emotion (both positive and negative), amazing visual imagery, feelings of intense realism and/or striking interactions with powerful beings, these dreams have the tangible effect of expanding the individual’s range of imaginative understanding and, in some cases, his or her spiritual sensitivity. The widest circle of the diagram stands for the boundaries of sleep itself, which some dreams overleap in the form of psychophysiological carry-over effects into waking awareness.

The horizontal line represents the relational axis, expressing the quality and feeling of the dreamer’s relationship with other characters. On the left end of the relational axis are aggressive dreams, including dreams of being chased, attacked and/or threatened by another character (e.g., another person, an animal, a spiritual being). Sometimes the dreamer is acting aggressively towards other characters, but the most intense manifestations of this prototype are generally nightmares of being on the receiving end of aggression, with painful feelings of helplessness in the face of extreme danger from malevolent antagonists. Such dreams may reflect the deep biological imperative in all species to stay alive, to protect oneself against attack and avoid becoming some other creature’s prey.

At the other end of the relational axis, sexual dreams reflect an equally urgent biological imperative to reproduce and spread progeny as far and wide as possible. The dreams that develop in this direction include not only experiences of vivid and physically arousing sexual encounters but also powerful dreams relating to pregnancy, birth and the care of children. The widespread prevalence of these kinds of dreams suggests that they too may be hard-wired into us as a way of priming the human reproductive system, stimulating our positive relational desires and guiding us in the process of creating new life.

The vertical line represents the elemental axis, showing the extent to which a dream is characterized by increasing complexity and structure (high entropy) or fragmentation and decay (low entropy). At the bottom of the axis, gravitational dreams encompass a host of extremely memorable and almost always unpleasant experiences such as falling, being paralysed, being unable to speak, losing one’s teeth or other body parts, watching things fall apart, crashing, becoming lost in a void, being swept away by a wave, etc. Religious versions include images of the apocalypse and universal cataclysm. The common theme for this prototype is the weakness and impotence of the dreamer against the force of gravity and other elemental powers. The individual is threatened not by another aggressive character but by the inescapable laws of physics. These dreams may reflect a fundamental reality of all animate life on earth, namely that our bodies have developed in response to the planet’s gravitational field. Life on earth is a kind of existential defiance against gravity, an emergence of self-directed matter rising up to take form and act with intention. When we die we surrender to gravity as our bodies decay, their elements dispersing and scattering to the winds. Certain dreams seem to express a cellular, and perhaps even molecular, awareness of these entropic truths.

At the upper end of the elemental axis are mystical dreams. Mystical dreams express the human capacity to envision a transcendental freedom from the oppressive limitations of gravity, entropy and death. These include flying dreams, which give the dreamer a vivid physiological experience of being liberated from the shackles of earthly existence; visitation dreams, in which the dreamer encounters deceased loved ones whose living presence defies the finality of physical death; and healing dreams, which bring tangible relief from mental and/or physical suffering. Also included here are ecstatic dreams of brilliant light, lucid self-awareness and divine union, along with aesthetically creative dreams of astonishing beauty and cosmic harmony.

This is not the place for a detailed analysis of particular dreams. But a few brief examples from historical sources can help illustrate the primary characteristics of these four prototypes.

Gravitational: From the opening of the Epic of Gilgamesh (2000 BCE), a paralysis nightmare suffered by the previously invincible hero: ‘Gilgamesh rises, speaks to Ninsun his mother to untie his dream. “Last night, Mother, I saw a dream. There was a star in the heavens. Like a shooting star of Anu it fell on me. I tried to lift it; too much for me. I tried to move it; I could not move it.”’13

Aggressive: From the dream journal (23 December 1587) of Lucrecia de Leon, a young woman famed in late 16th-century Madrid for her powers of prophetic dreaming, who later became a victim of the Spanish Inquisition: ‘In Madrid I saw countless Moors sacking houses. In the Plaza Cebada they were martyring many Christians, the majority of whom were women. The maidens were put to death in a different manner from the rest, being flogged and burned at the stake or subjected to other torments while the other women merely had their throats cut.’14

Sexual: From the Nidana-Katha (500 BCE), a Buddhist text describing the conception of the Buddha in the womb of his mother, Queen Maya: ‘Maya saw the following dream: The four guardians of the world lifted her on her couch and carried her to the Himalaya mountains and placed her under a great sala tree … Then their queens bathed her … dressed her in heavenly garments, anointed with perfumes and put garlands of heavenly flowers on her … They laid her on a heavenly couch, with its head towards the east. The future Buddha, wandering as a superb white elephant … approached her from the north. Holding a white lotus in his trunk, he circumambulated her three times. Then he gently struck her right side and entered her womb.’15

Mystical: From a prison journal kept by Vibia Perpetua, a twenty-one-year-old woman and convert to Christianity who was martyred in a Roman coliseum in 203 CE, a few nights before her death: ‘I saw an immense space of garden, and in the middle of it a white-haired man sitting in shepherd’s garb, vast milking sheep, with many thousands of people dressed in shining white standing all around. And he raised his head, looked at me and said, “You are welcome, child.” And he called me, and gave me, it seemed, a mouthful of the caseo [curds] he was milking; and I accepted it in both my hands together, and ate it, and all those standing around said: “Amen”. And at the sound of that word I awoke, still chewing something indefinable and sweet.’16

Extraordinary Brain/Mind Functioning in Sleep

Now to the X factor. What can be said, using the best scientific evidence available, about the brain/mind processes that accompany big dreams?

Not much, at least not directly. What we can say is that any effort to identify X requires a recognition of the holistic as well as modular functioning of the brain. The complex phenomenology of big dreaming highlights the importance of a synergistic, cross-modal perspective in neuroscience. Too much focus on particular brain regions and cognitive modules can obscure the broader interplay of neural systems all across the brain. As neuropsychoanalyst Mark Solms says, ‘[C]omplex mental faculties such as reading and writing (and, we might add, dreaming) are not localized within circumscribed cortical centres … [They] are subserved by complex functional systems or networks, which consist of constellations of cortical and subcortical structures working together in a concerted fashion.’17

Very little direct research has been done on the brain/mind processes involved in big dreams. That means any assertions will, for the moment, require the use of indirect evidence and provisional inference. The assertions can still be scientifically formulated and tested, but until more research is done, they cannot derive much support from directly relevant empirical data.

One promising line of future study involves the carry-over effects of big dreams. Each of the prototypes is associated with a distinct kind of bodily carry-over effect of dreaming experience into the waking state. With sexual dreams the carry-over is physical arousal and orgasm, of both the male and female varieties. With aggressive dreams it is the hyper-activation of the fight/flight response—extreme fear, racing heart, rapid breathing and full-body sweat. With gravitational dreams it is awakening with the horribly realistic sensations of falling and/or being paralysed. With mystical dreams it is the blissful, ultra-vivid impression of flying or the tears of joy of being reunited with a deceased loved one.18 These emotional and somatic continuations of the dreaming experience into the individual’s waking life are perhaps the most easily observed instances of the interplay of dreaming and waking consciousness. The strong carry-over effects associated with big dreams may offer clues to the evolutionary processes by which dreaming contributes to human survival and healthy functioning.

The purpose of trying to identify the X in this equation (or at least gain an approximate measure of it) is to advance our knowledge of human consciousness across all behavioural states, waking and sleeping. In terms of religious studies, my home academic discipline, learning more about X has implications for the various models of religiosity being developed in the cognitive science of religion. Too narrow a focus on the specific brain correlates of meditation, ritual or god beliefs runs the risk of obscuring the holistic, cross-modal processes that seem to be involved in mystical experiences (awake or asleep). In broader social terms, greater knowledge about X has the potential to enhance practical insights about health, healing and spirituality (as exemplified by the other chapters in this book). At the farthest edge of speculation a science of big dreams allies itself with the study of other non-linear processes such as weather, quantum physics, star formation and art, which spontaneously generate new clusters of emergent order. From this perspective the open-ended dynamism and chaotic creativity of dreaming can be seen as provoking the conscious mind into a greater understanding of itself and the world. The function of big dreams could ultimately be a very simple one: they make the brain grow.


Dream and Trauma: The Secondary State of the Freudian Primary Process

Christoph Tüercke

I neither have particularly intense dreams nor am I an empirical researcher of dreams or a psychoanalyst. I am merely a philosopher. One day I was stopped in my tracks by a sentence of Freud’s in which he referred to the dream as a ‘primitive act of thinking’. If this is true, then it has enormous consequences. We must then learn to understand our entire mental space—with which we are able to hallucinate, to imagine, to think and to speak—as deriving from the dream. The old philosophical question: what is thinking? becomes eclipsed by the much more elementary question: what is dreaming? As this became clear to me I worked out a ‘Philosophy of the Dream’ of which the following text is a small facet.

Reducing complex issues to their simplest common denominator is a great skill. Few were better at it than Sigmund Freud. But when he came to discuss the simplest dreams—those that are apparently self-explanatory—he took them a little too simply: ‘For instance, there is a dream that I can produce myself as often as I like—experimentally, as it were. When I eat anchovies or olives or any other highly salted food in the evening, I develop thirst during the night which wakes me up. But my waking is preceded by a dream and this always has the same content, namely that I am drinking. I dream I am swallowing down water in great gulps, and it has the delicious taste that nothing can equal but a cool drink when one is parched with thirst. Then I wake up and have a real drink.’1 Actually, sleeping is a rather boring activity, which an organism is ready to do only when it is too exhausted by what really interests it or is too stressed by the processing of stimuli. But its retreat from the waking state does not completely succeed. The processing of stimuli cannot be turned off. It diminishes to a remarkable extent, but does not stop. That is why dreams exist. They are relics of the waking state, a sleeper’s tribute to it. Anyone who is busy dreaming at night does not sleep well. The generally held opinion has therefore been that dreams disturb our sleep. Freud’s great discovery was that the opposite is the case. Dreams occur when sleeping is threatened by a prior disruption and the nervous system has not sufficiently recovered; ‘Dreams are the guardian of sleep, not its disturber.’2

Freud’s own thirst dream is an excellent example of this. His sleep is disturbed by thirst. The dream of drinking is the attempt to get rid of the disturbance. Only after the attempt fails does the dreamer awake and get something to drink. Originally, an organism is driven to dreams by corporeal needs. More complex dreams and an entire culture of dreams are possible only if the dream as a phenomenon already exists. Dreams can come into being only under the pressure of physical impulses. It is not by chance that Freud is led by his simple thirst dream, obviously caused by corporeal stimulus, to one of his most significant definitions of dreaming, ‘If I can succeed in appeasing my thirst by dreaming that I am drinking, then I need not wake up in order to quench it. This, then, is a dream of convenience.’3 Later on he adds: ‘All dreams are in a sense dreams of convenience.’4 Freud argues here almost in purely physiological terms. There is one question, however, that he leaves out: how does an organism succeed in attaining this kind of comfort? How can the sensation of thirst felt while asleep lead to the representation of drinking something?

This can be achieved only by repetition. The organism must have felt thirst and acted upon it by drinking innumerable times and in so doing established a fixed association between the sensation and the act, thirst and drinking. In other words, it must have retained the repetition as an integral function of memory. But how could it? Memory is one of the most enormous conquests of nature. It does not have an organ of its own in the brain. It is no container or store to put contents in. Memory is an elementary achievement of the nervous system involving the cooperation of many different regions of the brain. Of course, animals have memory too. Not only do highly organized mammals give clear signals of recognizing certain surroundings and persons, the entire behavioural repertoire an animal disposes of is already an achievement of memory, referred to by neurobiologists as procedural memory. The secret of procedural memory is repetition. Repetition is a behaviour of convenience, of comfort. Doing again what has been done before is easier than trying something new. To follow a path that already exists is more comfortable than laying down a new one. It is thus by simple repetition that certain paths of energetic transfer are laid down between the millions or billions of the neurons within a brain. These paths or tracks have their checkpoints at the fine ends of the neurons, where the electric impulses that excite the nervous system have to jump over from one neuron to the other, in order to become discharged as they are conducted through the brain. In fact, this work of discharging stimuli is the elementary function of the nervous system. The organism seeks to avoid painful stimuli. The neurons themselves, however, are quite unaware of all this. There are no organizing chief neurons among them, no intelligent being pulling the strings. They do nothing but their insensible work of discharge, and how this activity coordinates itself to a highly complex order is some kind of miracle, even for neurobiologists.

Freud’s thirst dream too is possible only if the association of thirst and drinking is so deeply established in memory that it is even operative during sleep. The point being that real thirst is quenched in an imaginary way. The act frequently performed in reality is now substituted by an image, a representation. The act is repeated, but in a more comfortable way. The organism has the sensation of drinking without having to get up. The thirst is quenched in the imagination in order to maintain the state of sleep, thus revealing the elementary function of memory as tranquilizer. Of course, the imaginary quenching of thirst cannot replace the real one in the long run. Nevertheless, it is astonishing to observe how the substitution does work at least for a while. The imaginary satisfaction of urges that dreams achieve is not only fake but also a satisfaction by imagination.

Which is to say that it takes place at the point of transfer from procedural to representative memory, or, in other words, from repetition to mental representation. Repetition is the way to make the past present. It literally re-presents the past. First of all by doing: an action that has been performed before is performed again. Action is the elementary way of representing something. But there are also iconic, acoustic and linguistic representations of the past. Of course, they do not bring back the past itself. They offer only iconic, imaginary relics of it. However, the past can be present only through these imaginary relics, without which we know nothing about the past. As mere past it is simply gone, it has disappeared entirely, it cannot even be named. The dream, however, takes place at the borderline between procedural and mental representation; in other words, between physical and imaginary activity. On one hand, the dream repeats. While dreaming, I experience myself in action: getting up and going to drink, as I often did in reality. On the other hand, I just dream that event. On one hand, the satisfaction of my need is merely imaginary. On the other hand, it is experienced as though it were real. It is hallucinatory.

Today, hallucination is mostly considered a pathological phenomenon, such as hearing voices and seeing things nobody else does. But even hallucinations are impossible without memory. Only settled patterns of behaviour and perception, established by numerous repetitions, are capable of being transformed into imaginary patterns—in other words, into imaginations. The notion of a ‘Faculty of Imagination’ originally referred to the development of a capacity for producing hallucinations. Its genesis opened a new chapter in the history of the nervous system, turning the mammal memory into a specifically human one. Obviously the hallucination, regarded today as nothing more than a disturber of conscious awareness, was once the original state of this same awareness. Awareness, attention and hallucination were the same. Today we are unable to perceive hallucinations without their collision with an awareness accustomed to order reality by means of a set of proven categories. This applies even to schizophrenics, which explains why they suffer so much from the collision, unable to switch off their awareness of reality, even when it is overwhelmed by hallucinations.

The existence of a Paleolithic period, in which hallucination constituted the general mental state, may sound rather strange to modern ears and would be a hard hypothesis to sustain, were it not for the relic of hallucination we all still experience today: the dream. In normal cases, hallucination has no chance against conscious awareness. During sleep, however, it becomes perceptible. Of course, the dream is not the original form of hallucination, but merely its sleepy remainder, re-emerging when awareness wanes. As such, it indicates to us what hallucinations originally were: protective measures. The stimuli from the outside world lose something of their painful obtrusion if we succeed in transforming them into imagination. Imagination is displacement inwards. It distills an inner iconic extract out of physical perceptions and actions. Beginning is always hard, and beginnings are never well-formed, so this extract necessarily lacked clear contours in its initial state. It came into being in a vague, affective, obtrusive manner, compressing and confusing numerous motives that were spatially and temporally separate in the outside world. The transfer from outside impressions to an inner iconic extract makes things thinner and denser at the same time. The displacement inwards is also a process of condensation.

This introduces two keywords that occur throughout Freud’s theory of dreams: displacement and condensation. He calls them ‘the two governing factors of the dream’.5 The ‘dream work’ is mainly their work. And dreaming, in Freud’s eyes, is work. One does not dream just for fun, but to get rid of something. However, Freud does not seriously associate his own thirst dream with work. Here, everything seems to be transparent, appearing to work automatically. Freud claims to be able to produce this dream experimentally. He is not aware that mankind had to do extremely hard neuronal labour to produce such simple dreams. In fact, the thirst dream is an amazing bit of craft. A man succeeds in staying asleep for a significant period despite his thirst by imagining the action he would have performed were he awake, namely, getting up and getting a drink of water. He displaces this action into an inner experience, into an imagined one, which he does not experience exactly the same way he would by getting up in reality: in his imagination, the separate phases of the action—turning over, pushing aside the blanket, sliding down to the ground on his feet etc.—coalesce, becoming condensed into the more or less clear ‘Getting a Drink of Water’.

Without displacement and condensation, two remarkable achievements of the nervous system, even the simple thirst dream could not come about. Freud overlooks this. In his eyes, the thirst dream is simply banal whereas interesting dreams are complex dreams, expressing their wishes no longer directly but in clandestine ways, on detours, turning the dream’s content into a façade, behind which something hidden is urging, disturbing or paining us, causing sleeplessness, paralysis and other woes. Only in such dreams is Freud prepared to discover condensation and displacement, to identify them as the two accomplices camouflaging the hidden and forbidden urge, whose desire is to slip out unnoticed. The encoded translation of this latent urge into a manifest content is the dream work proper, mainly performed by condensation and displacement. Freud identified their work as the primary process in the psychic life of Homo sapiens, and he considers this primary process to be his most important discovery: ‘… the deepest insight we have gained up to the present into the nature of nervous energy’.6 According to Freud, dream work is nothing but work within the dream. Originally, however, dream work was the neuronal work that generated the dream. In order to occur within the dream, condensation and displacement already had to happen on the way to dreaming. In order to act as translation forces within the dream, they needed to have previously translated corporeal stimuli into dreaming. Their functioning is much more ‘primary’ than Freud thought. He mistakenly saw the primary process in what was really its secondary stage.

In order to approach the primary state of the primary process, the basic thesis of The Interpretation of Dreams is helpful: ‘A dream is the fulfilment of a wish.’7 This is obvious in the case of the thirst dream. The dreamer experiences his thirst as quenched. Even more glaring examples are sexual dreams, in which an orgasm is experienced, occasionally even physically. In this sense, a lot of simple, unencoded dreams can be considered as the fulfilment of wishes. But what about all the dreams that are accompanied by disagreeable feelings: anxiety, pain, helplessness? Here, according to Freud, dream censorship enters the stage. Since this censorship is barely developed in infants most of their dreams are disguised fulfilments of wishes. Typical infantile wishes, however, such as touching and tasting excrement or the incestuous appropriation of mother and father, are incompatible with the standards of culture, and, therefore, forbidden to the child, that, finally, forbids them to itself. But the most forbidden wishes are the most urgent ones, and awareness is a tough censor. According to Freud, the existence of anxiety dreams does not falsify the thesis that dreaming is nothing but wish fulfilment. On the contrary, the more forbidden the desire expressing itself in the dream, the greater the sense of anxiety. The desire demands to be disguised, to be denied, to be punished. Dream anxiety is both expression and punishment of forbidden desire, and thus testifies most eloquently to the status of the dream as a fulfilment of wishes.

That was Freud’s opinion until World War I, when he was confronted with the dreams of traumatized soldiers. His entire theory of dream began to falter. Patients waking up night for night trembling from repeated nightmare hallucinations of the explosions and cadavers torn to bits they had experienced in the war: were they simply punishing themselves for forbidden erotic impulses with encoded dreams of castration? Unable to defend that hypothesis, Freud was forced to concede another kind of dream anxiety apart from the one that encodes and punishes erotic wishes: a non-encoded anxiety of death. He first attempted to understand this anxiety in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, concluding that it does not react on inner forbidden impulses, but on shocks from outside. Analysing the relation between shock and anxiety, Freud once again becomes the neurologist he was at the beginning of his career. Anxiety not only differs from shock and fright, but is rather possessed of something ‘that protects its subject against fright and so, against fright neuroses’.8 Fright breaks in all of a sudden, overwhelming an unprepared nervous system with an overdose of stimulus that it is unable to discharge. Anxiety, on the other hand, is the expectation of and preparedness for danger and, as such, an elementary form of memory, namely the memory of painful experiences, which the organism doesn’t want to repeat. Anxiety reactivates the neuronal tracks that had been broken in by working through previous experiences of pain, increasing the ability of the system to cope with new ones. Fright is so awful because the protective anxiety is absent. Fright occurs where there is no track or channel system to discharge shock stimulus. Where no preparation has taken place the nervous system compensates with supplementary activity. This is Freud’s explanation for the dreams of victims of trauma in war and accidents, who ‘seek to master the stimulus retrospectively by developing the anxiety’.9 In other words, they seek to establish a supplementary track system in order to absorb the excessive influx of stimulus. This absorption of an overdose of stimulus as a means of discharging traumatizing events is achieved by their hallucinatory reiteration.

These dreams, however, do not give much to interpret. There is no latent dream thought that expresses and disguises itself in a manifest dream content. There is no forbidden wish discoverable by methodic interrogation. The dream’s content and thought coincide. Everything is transparent. Like the thirst dream, the fright dream is one-dimensional, primitive, presenting no intellectual challenge for psychoanalysts. But its existence undermines the thesis that dreaming is always wish fulfillment; meaning, for Freud, the fulfilment of erotic wishes. Although he sometimes explicitly denied the equation ‘wish = erotic’, in reality, he never stopped considering all wishing to be erotically grounded. Even the so-called death instinct, introduced in his later work and conceived as a drive to unification with non-organic matter, a kind of re-entering into mother earth, is a cover name for erotic desire. Freud thus prevented himself from understanding fright dreams as a form of wish fulfilment. What drives individuals to hallucinate the horrors of war again and again? Of course their instant wish to get rid of them. In the long run, reiterated shock loses its horror, becoming habitual and accruing a certain familiarity. The compulsion to repeat is, as Freud says in a remarkable formulation he never took up again, ‘more primitive, more elementary, more instinctual than the pleasure principle which it overrides’.10 Here we see the emergence of the ‘prehistory’ of the pleasure principle. If Freud had taken this ‘more instinctual’ dimension of desire seriously, the ‘prehistory’ of the pleasure principle, his thesis that all dreams are wish fulfilment would never have been subjected to doubt, especially since his own observations of fright and the supplementary development of anxiety had taught him to understand war and accident dreams as desperate attempts at self-healing. Such dreams are driven by the wish for relief. Step by step, the reiteration of the shock turns the fright into something bearable, normal and familiar, into its opposite, in other words, reversing it.

Surely, persons traumatized by war or accident need psychological assistance in order to get rid of their fright dreams. Nevertheless, those dreams are, in comparison, highly developed cultural achievements. Traumatic repetition compulsion, acted out in dreams, is one such sublime and well-cushioned technique that has succeeded in finding the emergency exit into hallucination. Hallucination itself has much rougher forebears. To obtain a truly profound understanding of the primary process we have to go back and focus on that dark and awful ‘prehistory’, which the traumatic repetition compulsion had to traverse on its long journey to the dream.

Although nearly all living creatures are subject to trauma, only one species succeeded in developing a traumatic repetition compulsion. It is one of the greatest tricks ever invented by living beings. It seems at first to be a fairly useless and absurd one. What’s the good of protecting against a shock that has already struck? Repetition compulsion always arrives too late. It is a supplementary flight, a flight inwards, so to speak. It may originally have been a kind of reflex, a quasi-automatic and diffuse echo of natural fright caused by thunderstorms, earthquakes, attacks of wild beasts etc. Its logic is the most primitive one: to make noise when sudden noise shocked, to start an attack when an awful attack was suffered. But the primitive logic of repetition is the beginning of all logic. The root of all reflection is a reflex. It may have taken tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of years until this reflex-like repetition acquired the contours of fixed rules—we can’t measure how long this process took with any exactitude, especially since we are left only with the end result of the process itself: the fixed rules. The form they assume is that of sacrificial rites. Wherever there are vestiges of early mankind, we stumble upon remains of sacrifices. Bloody sacrifices belong to the primary stratum of culture. When human beings began to sacrifice, they chose that which was most valuable to them. They did not immolate frogs or flies but their closest kin: other human beings and the most highly esteemed animals. That was not done for fun but in order to attain relief from overwhelming pressure.

That immolation can hope to provide relief by repeating the suffering and the grief it wants to overcome is entirely absurd and incomprehensible, unless it is understood as traumatic repetition compulsion transformed into social acting according to rules. In order to overcome natural fright, the horde of hominids elects and immolates a number of its tribal companions. The organized collective reiteration of suffered traumatization, with the horde assuming the active role, makes the trauma more and more usual and therefore bearable. In the course of tens of thousands of years, the traumatic repetition compulsion assumed firm ritual patterns, sacrificial rules. Originally, ritual and sacrifice were the same. All rituals stem from the ritual of sacrifice.

Archaic ritual demanded its own protected place where it could be performed undisturbed—like, later on, the scientific experiment. This place had to be a pacified space. The horde had to enter it unanimously and to perform the ritual in full unanimity. This unanimity, however, is forced. It does not tolerate any exceptions. When natural fright is celebrated by immolation, all members of the horde have to take part. All have to shed blood. In its course, the celebration concentrates the manifold manifestations of natural fright into one representative form with two significant aspects. One is condensation: the manifold manifestations of natural fright are condensed, at the ritual place, to one ritual performance. The other is displacement: natural fright is displaced from the manifold loci of its manifestations to the one special locus of ritual celebration.

Again we encounter condensation and displacement. They are builders not only of the dream, but also of the ritual space. When constituting the latter, they reveal how the two belong together. In fact, the primary process of displacement and condensation is based on a third primary function, that of the reversal. Freud often talks of reversal, regarding it as particularly primary to psychic life. But he does not clearly identify its role in the context of the other primary functions, considering reversal sometimes as merely a variant of displacement, sometimes as an autonomous mechanism. He remains undecided, omitting the step leading back to its point of origin: the traumatic repetition compulsion. The latter is the beginning of all reversal, the reversal par excellence, reverting fright into protection against fright by means of reiteration. Condensation and displacement are its agents, who operated originally in the service of reversal. Not until it has been relocated to an undisturbed ritual space and condensed into a representative form does natural fright become predictable and treatable.

However, within the ritual space, fright gets ‘caught’ in an absurd way. No natural force, no thunderstorm, no earthquake, no wild beast pays attention to the sacrifices human beings perform.11 Only human beings do. Nevertheless, the establishment of the ritual space sets the great process of introversion in motion. As the philosophers Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno asserted in their Dialectics of Enlightenment: ‘The history of civilization is the history of sacrifice’s introversion.’12 But the sacrifice itself is already introversion, condensing fright within a space of its own. However, in performing rituals, the introversion still acts externally by condensing fright into a perceptible shape at an identifiable place. Condensation remains within the sphere of the spatially extended. Nevertheless, the constitution of a ritual space was the first great step in the history of introversion, establishing the indispensable external platform from which the second epochal step of introversion could be taken: the great expedition inwards, the opening and exploration of that inner space we call the hallucinatory, the imaginary, the mental space.

Actually, this expedition was one more flight from fright. The first great flight had led to the appeasement of fright by means of ritual sacrifice, the problem being that rituals were themselves frightful. Immolating human companions is awful and a constant threat. The next one to be selected for sacrifice could be you. No human tribe was able to bear that in the long run. Thus, another flight was necessary, a flight to another space of refuge that made human beings able to stand their own bloody rituals. And this other space was opened by the urge for a higher confirmation that legitimized the ritual. The desperate longing for such a confirmation set in motion another spectacular reversal: from the ritual’s external performance to an internal one, from the ritual representation of fright to the mental one.

How this transposition could succeed will never be explained sufficiently. Only some of its indispensable factors can be indicated: some of the ‘conditions of its possibility’, as Kant would say. A mental space could arise only from a ritual one whose insufficiency was painfully felt. Driven by this pain, the ‘trinity’ of reversal, condensation and displacement that had constituted the ritual space opened a new round of introversion. In reality, a ritual performance, even the bloodiest one, always has the aspect of a moving picture, a kind of condensed movie. It is an error to regard movies as a late invention. The first pictures were moving pictures, performed ritual pictures. By displacing the external shapes of these movies into the internal mental space, by condensing their spatially extended images into imaginations without physical extension, the mental space was opened and filled up with imaginary shapes representing the ritual just as the ritual represented the fright. These imaginary shapes are mental extracts of the ritual. With the agencies of displacement and condensation, the proper ritual procedure was compressed into the first sustained representations of fright.

These mental shapes of fright were believed to be frightfully protective forces against fright. In other words, they worked in the service of their own opposite. In that paradoxical way, they contain in nuce the entire logic of the saint. Originally, the saint was nothing but fright transmuted into a protective force. Nobody distinguished between primary mental shapes of fright, primary shapes of the saint and embryonic shapes of divinity. At their origin, they were one and the same, namely hallucinated guards of the sacrifice ritual, just as dreams are hallucinating guards of sleep. However, the guard of the ritual is supposed to demand its reiteration. He embodies and justifies the repetition compulsion. He is conceived as its recipient, its ‘what for’, its sense. Since it is addressed to him, to a higher force, the immolated being is transformed into a gift and the repetition compulsion into a complete sacrifice ritual.

The ritual’s imaginary guard is the ritual once more, but transformed into an inner imaginary sphere devoid of spatial extension. Imagination, representation or thinking will therefore never get rid of the ritual. Their visual, acoustic and logical rules are all sublimated ritual rules. Freud coined a brilliant term by calling the dream ‘primitive thinking’. Indeed, the hallucinated guard of the ritual, later named ‘genius loci’, this embryonic form of divinity, is none other than thought in its embryonic stage. God, spirit, mind, thought, imagination, hallucination were all the same at the very beginning: the unbearable original nightmare. Getting away from this nightmare, making it treatable, was an existential need. As such, the archaic work of hallucination was to transform the dark and formless nightmare into something illuminated and clearly contoured. This work is both done by hallucination and done to hallucination. In the course of this work, over some tens of thousands of years, hallucinations came to experience their own insufficiency by feeling the resistance of the outside world and, led by this resistance, they developed gradually into increasingly reliable representatives of outer and inner nature. What we call representations and thoughts, are, in phylogenetic terms, all self-corrections of hallucinations. Waking consciousness is their greatest achievement. It was attained gradually, with an incredible insistence, by overcoming and repressing, censuring the very same hallucination it arose from. The hallucination, originally the pioneer of the mind, descended into the mind’s underground, merely performing the role of its disturber, whenever the tight reins of conscious awareness, i.e., of censorship, are loosened.

Our entire mental space is built on hallucinations. They are the underground and the hearth of human thinking, providing an iconic touch to all our representations and concepts, even our most abstract ones. No concept, no reason exists without the pictorial underground. In psychological terms, this underground is called the unconscious. It is to be found nowhere but in beings with consciousness. Animals have instincts, but no unconscious. The unconscious is hallucination repressed by its own ‘child’-awareness, in the same way that the Titan, Kronos, was forced down by his son Zeus into the underground of the Olympian world. The production of this underground first gave rise to awareness, due to an epochal reversal that turned hallucination against itself. Thus was performed, in phylogenetic terms, the great process of original repression. It must have taken thousands of years before what Freud called ‘original repression’ could even take place. This second (Freudian) repression already presupposes a cultural level at which human beings dispose of a sophisticated psychological apparatus, which was originally constituted by the first repression. At the dawn of mankind, original repression was nothing but a great reversal, rather a conquest than a defect. It could also be called original reflection, since its work was to turn hallucination against hallucination, overcoming it with its own means, to force down and press together its archaic shapes by building up the standards of logical thinking. The important point here is that the pressing down and the building up are the same act and are due to the same primary functions of displacement and condensation.

And just as mental space became multi-storeyed by being divided into the ground floor of hallucinations and the upper floor of thinking standards, the ground floor also became differentiated in the course of mental history. Undoubtedly, dreams began as simple one-dimensional fright dreams, whose most authentic echo is found in the epic of Gilgamesh: It takes Gilgamesh the same amount of time to overcome his dreams of the monster Humbaba as it does to slay Humbaba himself. In comparison with original nightmares, Freud’s thirst dream, though still rather simple, is already a sophisticated one in which fright and anxiety are overcome by the deeply felt pleasure of drinking. It has taken thousands of years to develop that culturally advanced dream life that integrates a manifest content with hidden and forbidden forces behind it, and which constitutes a central theme of psychoanalysis and neurology. The process of the sophistication of dream life, however, occurred under the direction of consciousness, whose standards of thinking, i.e., whose censoring forces advanced towards their underground. All our dreams emerge from this underground. But they are displaced and condensed hallucinations without any chance against awareness: they can be experienced only asleep or in states of loosened awareness. Even for psychotics, whose hallucinating is too strong to be limited to sleeping states, hallucinations are restrained and penetrated by the standards of awareness.

If Freud is right in thinking that dreaming is ‘primitive thinking’ then the primary functions he discovered to be the builders of the dream are also the primary builders of thinking and thus, ultimately, of all culture. What is that which philosophers call synthesis if not the condensing of diffuse perceptions to sustainable impressions? What is that which philosophers call abstraction, if not the ‘displacement’ of outer events into inner representations? What is the function of elementary reflection, if not to reverse the frightful into a protective force? These Freudian terms have a great advantage. They not only take synthesis, abstraction and reflection for granted. They not only describe what they do, they make understandable what they are: protective measures. They reveal mental space as a protective space, ritualization as a strategy for overwhelming traumatic experience, and thinking as an emergency exit.

In the era of global capitalism, however, a new kind of repetition compulsion is emerging, introduced by a global audiovisual machine emitting micro shocks twenty-four hours a day. Each single shock is almost imperceptible. The system of billions of shocks, however, is almost irresistible in capturing, absorbing and dissipating human attention. Whereas the organic repetition compulsion set off the worldwide process of ritualization in order to de-escalate unbearable stimulation, the mechanical repetition compulsion is doing just the opposite. Its business is escalation and de-ritualization. Its method is concentrated distraction. Its dissociative forces are affecting all traditional rituals, all social and technical standards, even the synthetic achievements of the primary process, so that the most archaic sediments of culture are whirled up by the most advanced cultural conquests. That is the nadir of today’s crisis.


The Dream and Its Embedding: The Dormancy Triangle in Psychoanalytic Treatment

Patrick J. Mahony

A few remarks about my academic career will lead into my later curiosity in the wonderland of dreams. My graduate degrees were in literature and I taught successively at three universities in different countries: New York University, the Université d’Aix-en-Provence and the Université de Montréal. It was in Montreal that I opted for psychoanalytic training in the French section of the psychoanalytic institute there (I was the first Anglophone ever to make such an option).

Like all analysts dealing with dreams, I was plunged into wonderment, indeed a much deeper experience than surprise. Listening to patients’ confusions about the boundaries of their dreams has increased my precious experience of wonderment. I recall one patient who reported that he had a long dream, then in the middle of the night he felt that he had woken up but couldn’t tell in that hazy state whether he was remembering his dream or that in fact he was still asleep and having his dream for the second time. He could not differentiate, in other words, between the memory of a dream and a dream that immediately repeated itself. Another patient narrated a dream in which she felt she was yelling and then woke up—she was rather sure that it was the yelling inside the dream and not a yell outside that woke her up but she couldn’t go back to sleep owing to the uncertainty about having a more frightful yelling that might come from either inside or outside the next dream. Those intriguing dream reports and many others make me drift back to wonder how many sleeping experiences does it take a child to first discover the difference between dreaming, perception, memory and fantasying, especially when he falls asleep while sucking at the breast and wakes up shortly thereafter to learn that the breast is not there and then may go back to sleep to dream of the breast or to find the dream with no breast in it; and in all this he may wake up shuttling confusedly between the states of fusion and confusion.

The role of dreams contributes to the state of psychoanalytic treatment as a grand wonderland. We all know the time-honoured counsel of the Delphic oracle: Know thyself. Psychoanalysis has wisely given an addition to that precious counsel: You can know yourself only through another.1 In that joint venture into the unknown, psychoanalysis has been further defined as the ‘systematic exploration of self-deception and its motivations’.2 Such self-deception has an intricate relation to truth. As a psychoanalyst, if I have a choice between hearing the truth and a lie, I prefer by far to hear a lie, as long as I am told that’s it’s a lie; for in that case I obtain the supplementary bonus of hearing both truth and fantasy. Complicating that, every word, as Nietzsche expounded, bears a private prejudice and a word, if scratched, reveals a dead metaphor. Working through the complexity of truth and fantasy in the so-called talking cure, patients discover their mother tongue for the second time. They discover too that there are as many different silences as there are words, that it takes words to get us out of words and that as the Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin declared, words carry with them the places where they have been. And in that internal journey, patients become painfully aware of that other kind of child abuse; they become aware of the injurious child in themselves, they attend to child abuse, to the child’s persistent abuse of the adult. Said more grandly, ‘The fact that human conscience remains partially infantile throughout life is the core of human tragedy.’3

Working with dreams and so much other psychic material, my psychoanalytic career can be divided into three phases of development. In the first phase, my literary background intensified my interest in the traditional conception of psychoanalytic treatment, namely, a talking cure. And I was struck by Freud’s belief that his greatest creation was technical understanding of free association. I proceeded to make a comprehensive study of the literature on free association and in the course of doing so, I was surprised to find that my study was the first of such a kind.4 Also, I attended to the claim that the free associative aspects of the psychoanalytic scene made it unparalleled in the history of discourse. What about the analyst’s verbalizations, I asked myself, and I also became dissatisfied with the generic term of ‘free association’ to categorize the patient’s verbalizations. I thereupon used discourse theory for an analytic description. I bore in mind that whatever has been written, read, said or listened to can be accounted for in four different discursive categories: the expressive, the rhetorical, the poetic/creative and the informative with its own subsets. Prior to psychoanalytic treatment, there was no verbal praxis—literary genre or ritual—in which those four categories occurred by necessity. And more than that, I concluded, the interaction between those four discursive modalities constitutes one way of postulating therapeutic success.5

Next, alongside my clinical involvement, I also turned to issues pertaining to theoretical psychoanalysis and so-called applied psychoanalysis or angewandte Psychanalyse, a coinage made by Freud in l907. Disliking the colonializing connotations of the latter term and believing that just as psychoanalysis could uncover the unconscious underpinnings of other disciplines, those other disciplines in turn could reveal some unconscious underpinnings of psychoanalysis itself, I applied literary methods towards the examination of Freud’s writing and completed two books on that subject.6 With the same radical if not subversive approach, I additionally authored a book on each of his three major case histories. In those endeavours I was guided by Freud’s own avowal that he preferred to write under the compulsion of mood and not within a calm reflection dominated by a strictly logical methodology. Thus I advanced that an oneiric quality decisively informed most of Freud’s writings, whether theoretical, clinical or applied.

In the second phase of my psychoanalytic development, I bore in mind that the relatively few analysts publishing on visuality in clinical treatment had all noted the neglect of that topic in the literature.7 I proceeded to take a new look at clinical psychoanalysis and its two main perceptual avenues: the auditory and the visual. Focusing on the visual phenomena, I acutely experienced that the more you look, the more you see. I held back until I belatedly published a decalogue of technical considerations for clinically dealing with visual phenomena and posited that psychoanalytic treatment should be analysed through and through also as a seeing cure in all its ramifications.8 First of all, what is important to note in psychoanalysis as a seeing cure is that visual thinking itself stands ‘nearer to unconscious processes than does thinking in words’.9 Our earliest childhood memories, furthermore, are usually visual and retain their sensory influence far into our dreaming life.10 And ‘pictorial thinking is nearer the pleasure principle, and it is usually preserved in erotic fantasy, the normal sanctuary from reality’.11

The basic questions asked about free association also apply to looking: when and who looks/imagines looking/is imagined to look at what/whom from what place, in order to see and or communicate for what reason? Verbalization itself may possess the well-known symbolic meaning of showing. And what kind of showing? Informing a patient’s observation and participation in the more or less cue-free environment of the analytic setting are the scopic stress and possibly trauma of overstimulation and understimulation in his early life. For example, ‘if the nursing situation offers markedly less than needed satisfaction, if there is … a breast but no maternal smile, then these two pathways of object relation—oral and visual incorporation—become separated’.12 Sensory precipitants from that early setting and its aftermath include scopic inhibition, scopic hypertrophy in voyeurism and exhibitionism, visual magic destruction and restoration and the interaction between external mirrors and the internal mirror of self-esteem in its constancy or inconstancy. Notice also the following: a mouth may close, and may remain closed for a long time, either all at once or recurrently, but the visual material is always present. Clothes in particular may cover but never shut up; like gestures, they give visual messages.

A clinical overemphasis on the verbal and neglect of the visual favours an acting out in a scopic modality. Coming into play is the truism that the unconscious abhors a psychical vacuum, much like nature abhors a physical one. In this regard one may immediately recall the demons of classical mythology that reside in Hades and fear the light of day which would annihilate them. Visual material, if unanalysed, takes up its overdetermined residence in a reserve out of bounds to interpretation; a patient’s looking in then becomes critical and often tries to abscond into the anticipatory and retrospective acts of going to and from the couch, which thereby take on an importance overshadowing their temporal brevity. All this and much more demands of the analyst an eyemindedness that sustains a free-floating visual alertness as he tries to understand transferential looking and attempts to get to the mask behind the face.

Pursuing the investigation of visual phenomena eventually brought me to the third and last phase of my development as a psychoanalyst. I became aware of the immense clinical role, in both visual and verbal manifestations, of the patient’s dream and its embedment in the psychoanalytic session. The dream in sleep along with its embedment of going to sleep and waking up comprises what I chose to name as the all-important dormancy triangle.13 Interacting with the Oedipal triangle and its pre-Oedipal components, the dormancy triangle characterizes each psychoanalytic session as a whole. My position in part is a modified combination of two theses: Rank’s, that each analytic session should be considered like a dream; and Bertrand Lewin’s, that the analyst functions like a sleep-maker and a waker.14 It will become obvious that my elaborate understanding of the embedded dream in psychoanalytic treatment implicitly contrasts with the considerations typically brought to bear on both myth and the laboratory dream. I shall now treat each phase of the dormancy triangle, in each instance beginning with some general remarks followed by an illustrative clinical vignette.

Going to Sleep

The first stage of the dormancy triangle is going to sleep. Regardless of the fact that we all have going-to-sleep rituals or ceremonials, the ability of greater awareness to waking up than to falling asleep has resulted in the relatively few introspective reports on that subject. But the very preparation for sleep is a different matter. At that time, as Freud said, ‘We arrange conditions for ourselves very like what they were then: warm, dark and free from stimuli. Some of us roll ourselves up into a tight package and, so as to sleep, take up a posture much as it were in the womb. The world, it seems, does not possess even those of us who are adults completely, but only up to two-thirds; and one-third of us is still quite unborn.’15

Analytic patients variously indulge in such pre-sleep rituals as taking off glasses or shoes, loosening their collar, checking and rearranging pillows and even hugging them. Their subsequent efforts towards free association involve a regressive movement towards relaxing and falling asleep, in which involuntary ideas emerge and change into visual and acoustic ones.16 Overall, patients on the couch differ in their capacity for regression and in their sleep-awakeness ratio. Lewin and many other analysts have held that any extreme in that ratio indicates unanalysability. In other words, if the patient remains too sleepy or hyperalert, he is unsuitable for analysis. I myself endorse a modified view: those patients who are constantly hypervigilant or somnolent are unanalysable by a particular analyst. Period.

To illustrate the dynamics of going to sleep in clinical psychoanalysis, I’ll use the case of one of my patients, which I call ‘Gregory the Insomniac, and His Ever-ringing Alarm Clock’. His insomnia in its extremeness will serve as well to highlight and magnify some of the more ordinary and subdued phenomena involved in going to sleep. And I shall show how the dynamics of his insomnia returned with a repetitive vengeance in his dreams.

Although the president of a considerable enterprise, Gregory was a failure, a dropout in emotional life from the earliest on. Although he nearly died upon being born, his mother apparently went to a party the very day she took her neonate son home from hospital. Two early interconnected trauma dominated his central unconscious fantasies and defined his psychic DNA, so to speak: first, he reportedly had remarkably small and abnormal genitalia, which necessitated two medical interventions during his childhood; second, his experience of early abandonment was compounded by the fact that his parents never discussed with him his genital operations and sexual identity. While growing up, he suffered from the sight of his genitalia and his exceptionally small stature; he equated maleness with hyperactivity, which he went on to defensively use in a flight from emotional intimacy both inside and outside of marriage.

And how, in his hyperactivity and hyperalertness, did he respond to the analytic setting and carry out the analytic process? Analytic patients in general, as the renowned analyst Robert Waelder explained, feel that their unilateral exposure of their life’s intimate details put them ‘in the position of a child that is nude in the presence of adults’.17 For my insomniac patient, that scenario was especially anxiogenic.

In the difficult beginning years on the couch, Gregory also struggled enormously to say whatever came to his mind, the process that Freud unfortunately labelled as the fundamental or basic analytic rule.18 Gregory resembled obsessional patients who readily accept the analytic setting but resist the analytic process of free assocation, a contrast to hysterics who easily adapt to the analytic process but rebel at the setting, and a contrast again with narcissistic patients whose impasse about being not too near nor too far cuts across the analytic setting and framework. For my patient, on one hand, talking was a transgressive showing, a disturbing change from the parental neglectful overlooking that he had succumbed to. On the other hand, talking was a male activity which he used against his genderized notion that listening meant female passivity. But his talk was not free: he continually planned what to say before sessions and during them, he spoke slowly so that he had time to edit continually whatever he said. On the other hand, controlling anything, including speech, was in counterreaction to his physical appearance, which he felt he had to endure passively from birth on.

By the same token, as he asserted, he was constantly tuning me out when I tried to give an interpretation. Finally, he added to his wide-awakeness by ever distancing himself from pleasure; he put everything on a rating scale. He would say, ‘I made love last night; at best it was good.’ In session, he could even forget earlier parts of it even though he rated them ‘good’. All in all, it was if he had an internalized alarm clock that was always ringing, not in order to wake him up but to prevent him from the slightest dozing off. His massive amnesia compounded his conflicts over intimacy; his loneliness was increased by his obliteration of the distant and immediate past. That destructive stance towards his inner life dramatically emerged in his overdetermined confusion on several occasions about pronouncing the word ‘recollection’; sometimes instead he would say re-collection, thus avoiding the disturbing reference of wreck in récollection.

As he slid into the throes of a transferential neurosis, his insomnia intensified at home. The sensorial privations that everyone undergoes upon going to sleep intensified his anxiety—darkness, silence and turning over on one’s side to sleep; and the fact that his wife usually fell asleep before he did augmented his loneliness. Feeding into his insomnia was the lack of comforting introjective and projective fantasies. He did not fantasize going to sleep either as his encompassing sleep or as sleep encompassing him, such as indicated by the mythological equation of a good sleep as a falling into the arms of Morpheus. From a genetic perspective, it appeared that as a young child he woke up without the fantasy of either finding his mother inside or of his being inside his mother. On another level, anticipating sleep meant for him non-productivity, castration and generalized femaleness and lack of control, all of which were amplified by the additional, anticipated fear of sleeping too long. I make no secret that the analysis demanded exacting patience.

Over the years my technique was usually not to directly analyse repressed material that would have awoken him, but rather to delicately have him relax through the interpreting of his defenses of denial and avoidance. Early on, his dreams were replete with frustrating and productive activity intermingled with countless references to size; he could have a comfortable feeling upon waking if he felt that he had a dream even if he couldn’t remember it, for in his hypnopompic relief, he rationalized that he didn’t waste his time sleeping and that his dream, though forgotten, indicated that he was busy and therefore male.

Hectic activity symbolic of masculinity, paucity of object relations, grandiosity and an impoverished body image crowded his typical dreams during this period:

	I rushed to the airport but found that it was closed. Then I rushed away to a larger airport and got in the plane for a long ride. I landed late for the inner-city appointment and tried to get back home. But I was late to make a plane reservation; and nearly all the cars at the airport were rented, so I had to rent a stretchie limousine all by myself, way too big for me but I liked it. It gave me a quick ride even though one of its wheels was blown out.
	I was in a rush to leave the train station but I couldn’t find my luggage. So I took some other luggage even though it was not mine, but it was larger. Then I spotted the biggest chair possible and I sat on it, but I felt all alone.


The more Gregory’s very gendered sleep was addressed and worked through, the more sleepiness, confusion and defensive silence there was.19 Gradually he became increasingly relaxed and was given to remarkable full-blown fantasying on the couch, but ever-releasing aggression made him conclude that dreaming and sleeping on the couch were out of the question.

Fast forward. Gregory sold his business to give more time to analysis; he now has a happy, passionate remarriage; he re-established bonds with his parents, children and sister; his insomnia is much reduced; he finds warm company both in and with his memory, which, in its previously buried state, magnified his isolation even from himself. He has been transformed into a kind of movie camera showing the most graphic, quick-moving associations; and lastly, he can sleep and snore on the couch, and even have a dream of being the biblical Samson with his plenipotentiary hair still uncut.

The Dream in Sleep

We now come to the primus inter pares in some ways, the second phase of the dormancy triangle. More than any other psychic phenomenon, dreams reveal so regularly and so graphically the variety of unconscious forces, including the unconscious ego and superego as well as dynamic and genetic factors.20 As compromise formations rather than mere wish fulfilments, dreams prove crucial for indicating the nature of pathology and defensive structure. In that fascinating wonderland of sleep, the dream poaches wilfully on the reserve of our internalizations; and yet, while some of these, including the live-in gods and demons of our conflicts may remain dormant, others are summoned to strut in the spotlight and strobe lights of our nightmind. When, in his exploration of that nightmind, Freud exposed the dream work carried out by children in the sweat-shop of their nocturnal dreams, he in effect redefined the universal presence of child-labour, beginning with the family home.

A linguistic reflection helps us further to appreciate the unique multi-sidedness of dreams. The alternate ways of saying ‘I dreamt’ in different languages underline the rich suggestiveness of the the oneiric event. In German, for example, one may emphasize the dreamer’s passivity by saying, ‘Es hat mir geträumt’ (roughly translated, ‘it has dreamt to me’). Such passivity contrasts with the assertion of spectator activity in Russian as well as in classical and modern Greek; in those languages one often says, ‘I saw a dream.’ The frequent English expression, ‘I had a dream’, foregrounds a possessive relationship, which contrasts with an oneiric creativity highlighted in the French, ‘J’ai fait un rêve’ (I made a dream). It’s the French expression above all that serves to underscore Lawrence Kubie’s thesis about dreaming as being ‘that form of creative art which is the most universal of all.’21

Let me share the additional thought that among the unique features of dreaming is one whose unanswerability continues to intrigue me. In spite of the most extraordinary imaginative permutations, there seems to be at least a limit in the self-reflexivity of a dream. One can dream of being blind in a dream, or having vague or hazy dreams, but in my practice and from what I have read in literature, people do not imagine having both eyes or one to look at their dream itself; or with having to squint to look at their dream. Mythology offers plentiful fantasies of multiple eyes, of an anal eye, a genital eye, an eye in the mouth or in other parts of the face; folklore also evidences of an internal eye, yet I have come upon no indication of experiencing an eye to look at one’s dream. The seen dream appears to be a given!

As for the technical handling of dreams, I should briefly clarify my own approach. With the aim of promoting an oneiric cast to free associations throughout the hour, I avoid any circumscribed reference to a dream as such. Thus, in my interpretations I do not say, for instance, ‘In your dream,’ or ‘According to your dream,’ or ‘As you dreamt,’ and so on, for such embedded expressions have the subverting effect of demarcating the dream from the rest of the session. Rather, I insert parts of the dream seamlessly as interpretations in the rest of the session; I thereby aim to facilitate regression and foster a dream-like current in the hour. As is said in spiritual traditions, if you’re aware that you’re praying, it is not the perfect prayer. As a listener, I also keep in mind Sandor Ferenczi’s transferential observation that you dream in function of the person to whom you anticipate telling the dream.22 I thus dissuade patients from first discussing their dreams with any of their partners. And I am alert to the elusive dream mechanism of Verschiebung or displacement. In Freud’s discerning usage the term sometimes means displacement, implying a right place; elsewise, in Freud, the term means shift, which is spatially neutral.23

On another score, I never take for granted the end of a dream. If it was pleasureful, why did it end? Why didn’t the pleasureful imagining continue? And sometimes I will invite the patient to continue on the couch the abruptly terminated scenario. I also contend that the patient’s first association with a dream is not the one he tells after finishing the dream but rather the all-important last sentence he uses to report the dream. My interpretive attention goes beyond dream content as such. More paramount at times may be the dream report’s form, manner of articulation or its unconscious purpose such as to placate, to seduce, to castrate, to frustrate, to put the analyst to sleep, to avoid productive silence or to fend off against sleeping or dreaming in sessions. A defensive use of time may also enter into play: are dreams tactically told at the beginning or end of sessions? Many weekend dreams may substitute for missed sessions, or may be dreamt to prolong the weekend absence by filling out the next sessions with unanalysable dreams and so on.

I should mention briefly the emergence of dreams over the course of an analysis. It is true that ‘with hard work and fortunate circumstances an analysis may stop all neurotic symptomatology, all acting out, all neurotic slips and errors, and it may make the former patient the epitome of normalcy. Nevertheless the person will never stop dreaming irrational, instinct-ridden, bizzare dreams, a perpetual proof of the ceaseless activity of the unconscious mind’.24 Despite that verity, I would stress the difference in the repeated surface bizarreness of some dreams. A case in point are what I name the ultimate scenes, the phantasies and dreams of birth and death that characterize the beginning and end of an analysis. In each phase, the patient is apt to bring in fantasied material, though how so differently, about the death of an old self and the birth of a new one. Yet there is a striking contrast in those ultimate scenes when we compare neurotic patients to borderlines and psychotics. In the former, a positive mourning prevails in the final phase of treatment. In more fragmented patients, a destructive entanglement of birth and death marks their dreams and fantasies even towards the end of treatment.25

I pass on now to a dreaming that brilliantly illustrates its role in the transference, the heart of clinical psychoanalysis. My example comes from a case history which I’ve entitled ‘The Way of Eunice: From Deictic Apartheid to Rapprochement in the Kleenex Box.’ The titular term deictic demands an immediate explanation. A deictic is a singular verbal category, an orientational category, in which a word’s definition is not fully contained in its dictionary meaning. One arrives at its complete understanding only in relation to the temporal and spatial situation of the person using it. For example, such temporal utterances as yesterday, now, tomorrow, I wrote, I shall write, take on their full meaning only when one relates them to the speaking event between interlocutors. The same is true for spatial deictics such as here and there, this and that, come and go, you, he, she. Far from being abstruse or of rarefied value, deictics constitute the referential essence of clinical psychoanalysis.26 The analyst gives prime value to the clinical main plot, the immediacy of the transference, its here and now. Accordingly, the analyst gives secondary value to the clinical subplot, which is narratively staked out by such disjointed removals as the then and there, and the now and here.

Eunice, my representative patient for the second part of the dormancy triangle, was a French-speaking female therapist whose family had a history of psychiatric hospitalization and who herself attempted suicide. At her birth, both she and her mother nearly died, a fact which her accusatory, psychotic mother never left forgotten and unmentioned. The disfavoured Eunice was nevertheless named after a famous Hollywood actress, thereby complicating her contending with so-labelled family romance or typical childhood fantasy that one’s apparent parents are not the real ones and that one has really a gloried parentage. On several occasions, the traumatizing mother pretended to lie dead on the kitchen floor in order to send into panic her young children who had just returned from school; then she would stop her stimulated death and comfort them. For another thing, although constantly semi-nude at home, the promiscuous mother never gave her children a visual confirmation of their sexual identity, so much so that her young son had to go to the family doctor to have his prepuce cleaned. To cap it all, Eunice’s alcoholic father told her that she was not a real woman and twice tried to strangulate her.

After a later suicide attempt, Eunice lived with a woman who underwent transsexual surgery to obtain a penis. Eunice and her partner usually had to be fully dressed to have sexual relations but after a half year, Eunice could no longer maintain the illusion about her partner having a normal penis. Then ensued a therapy which ended abruptly when Eunice discovered that her female therapist was pregnant. It obviously follows that Eunice suffered from a defective primary feminine identity.

When Eunice began her analysis with me and for years afterwards, she could hardly control her anxiety about the spatial proximity between her and me. She even had to park her car three blocks from my office; gradually that distance whittled down to two, then one, finally she could park right in front of my office. During that same period, she entered a French bookstore, but immediately had to run out when her eyes alighted upon one of my translated books. And meanwhile, inside my office, she would avoid eye contact and did not want me to look at her; she would place her monthly cheque away on my desk instead of handing it to me. When she subsequently moved from the Montreal suburbs into the city itself where my office was, she resorted to a temporal measure that counteracted proximity: she began arriving late for sessions.

Not surprisingly, Eunice had many dreams about my death—it would supposedly solve all her problems. In interpreting one of those dreams, I attempted to repeat what she was saying about both of us, and accordingly used the pronoun ‘we’. Thereupon she interrupted me with a generalized retrospective correction that stunned me. She said that in that dream and in all the others in her analysis, she never, never uttered the pronoun ‘we’ but instead always said ‘you and I’. So there I was, in spite of my acute sensitivity over the years to deictics, I misheard how, in parallel with her spatial distanciation, she was introducing a distanciation into her very pronominal language with me.

Eventually, Eunice’s erotic transference became less and less disguised as she fought with her ambivalence. In one early dream reported in French, she pictured a tall thin statue in her bedroom which resembled a standing woman and yet was shaped like an erect penis. ‘I decided,’ she added, ‘to get rid of the statue and so I stored it away.’

To her immense surprise I pointed out that the word she used for ‘stored away’ was ‘serrée’, which also means ‘gripped’ or ‘clasped’. From then on, the word ‘serrée’ became a duosyllabic leitmotif which I would frequently employ as a simple interpretation, thus fostering an oneiric quality to the sessions and avoiding such disruptive, demarcating locutions as, ‘You recall that in your crucial dream you said that, etc.’

Thus facilitated, the return of the repressed made its way. After dreaming of getting pregnant by me, she woke up horrified, vomited and had diarrhoea all morning. In other dreams she happily shared her sexual freedom with me, such as in the following: ‘There was a long tube, transparent and filled with jelly. And then it emptied and filled up again. Then there were many and many of them, and they were thrilling and comforting to look at. And I was feeling happy to think about telling you that.’

Gradually thereafter, Eunice accepted her transferential dreams and could even laugh at them. The space between her dreaming and wide-awake self diminished, and likewise the felt space between me and her. More and more, she began to replace her former defensive use of dreams by a positive and zealous curiosity to find out what she constructively meant for her ongoing analysis. We were working together.

Eventually, a shoe fetish in her former homosexual phase mutated into fixation on both a vase in my office and a box of Kleenex next to the couch. For many months the recumbent Eunice played with the Kleenex box beside the couch, linking it with her vagina and with me; in her dreams boxes were pleasant containers and she fantasized giving birth to me. She then proceeded, as a convenient substitute for the whole box itself, to take one Kleenex and carry it around for days in her purse. In effect, my office Kleenex became a transitional object which she incorporated and integrated as a transmuting object. Amidst all this, she got engaged to her boyfriend who remained fully unaware of the meaning that spermy Kleenexes had in their lovemaking. In sum, the phenomenon of containment took on an all-enveloping complexity: the Kleenex box was a container, dreams about it were containers, my office contained her outside life, and her life contained my office. All this added up to dreams and their free-floating deictic pragmatics that blended day residues and dream residues.

In Eunice’s ballet of mental awareness and its chiaroscuro, the shadow of the day fell upon the dream, and the nightlight of the dream fell upon the day and its daydreams. Pace Lewin said, therefore, that not only do day residues exist, but also dream residues,27 and in Eunice’s case, dream residues seeped into the corners of her everyday life. So, for example, when a colour appeared prominently in her night dream, that colour would continue to appear in the unconscious choice of clothes she would wear early that morning into session. In brief, she was dressing herself with her dream.

Towards the end of her analysis, Eunice arrived with a new dream but did not associate with it. In spite of its obvious symbolism, she asked me in an unsure voice to give an interpretation. Ordinarily in such circumstances I would refuse, but this time I knowingly interpreted. I linked up her oneiric scenario with previous sessional material and added that my responsive interpreting was like giving her permission to have desires for the penis. Our exchange in that pivotal session opened the floodgates of her freedom and sped up conflictual resolution. And with that, she had progressed from her initial feeling about being a defective male to becoming a defective female and finally to being a woman proud of her sexual identity. Gone were her former visually marked conflicts that she greatly sequestered in her dreams; released from the oneiric restriction of visuality, she would now walk smartly into my consultation room and would on occasion attempt to seek my visual confirmation of her as a confident woman. In her last clinical hour, when her own apartheid distancing from me became a thing of the past, she summed up the closing arc of her analysis this way, ‘You and I are containers of each other.’ In that banner announcement, I was hearing that she was giving birth to a new kind of intimate orientation, a deictics sui generis.

Waking

Finally, we arrive at the third phase of the dormancy triangle, the act of waking up and its whirligig of wondrous possibilities. The early Freud thrice coined the term ‘wakework/Wacharbeit’.28As opposed to dream work or Traumarbeit, wake work for Freud refers to either the lingering activity or the creation of unconscious wishes during wake life that impact dreams. Developmentally, on one end of the wake-work spectrum, there’s the infant’s wonderment at waking up and finding in its own way that a self and a world are born; on the other end of the spectrum, we find the adult who may have memories of the world and self created, and he may have transient fantasies of feeling omnipotent that themselves are fed by memories of the world and self he seemingly created. Other possibilities upon waking up include the following: just as we can close our eyes and be fully mindful, we can open them mindlessly to blankness; and we can wake up simply remembering, or remembering that we have remembered or remembering that we have forgotten; we can wake up forgetting, or forgetting that we have forgotten; or we can wake up anticipating, even anticipating what we must remember, and so endlessly on. Of course, the severely depressive patient is likely to wake up to the opposite experience: he is greeted by a world destroyed either by himself or others. I can never forget the experience of such an afflicted patient living a hellish marriage. He reported that his wife, after apparently having had a happy dream, opened her eyes and upon seeing him on the opposite pillow, growled with shrill disappointment, ‘Oh, it’s you again.’

In his own waking, dreaming and playing states, the analyst must be alert to his countertransference and should heed the cross-currents of wishing to wake or inducing to sleep that could originate simultaneously or successively from either side of the couch. Countertransferentially, such attunement also involves his being fully awake to the patient’s awakeness. In this context, I recall the instance of a hyperamnesiac patient whose functioning in an awakened state never ceased to disorient as well as amaze me. In contrast to the average wide-awake person who shows some effort in recalling minute details of experiences far in the past, my patient would recount with the greatest ease early events and early dreams—it was as if she were looking at them showing up for the first time on a movie screen before her. I never got fully used to her capacity in those circumstances and I would often presume that she was discussing a recent event. To make a distinction in terms that unfortunately are used synonymously, my attention in selective areas had been evenly suspended instead of freely floating.29

The analyst interprets best if he combines his awakeness with free-floating attention. When he interprets to deprive an unconscious derivative of its disguise, it’s as if he is saying, ‘Wake up and reflect on what you have just said.’ Of course, being an awakener, the analyst may be variously perceived as a parent that’s either aggressively intrusive or caring and understanding. In the difficult scenario when a patient is both physically and mentally drowsy, the analyst may easily fail in the use of tact. In one successful instance with a female patient denying an erotic transference, I merely echoed the words she said. It was during an early morning session when, half-asleep and in a dreamy faint voice, my patient wistfully stated, ‘I don’t know why you irritate me so much; you didn’t do anything.’ And I softly replied with the same words, ‘Precisely, I didn’t do anything.’ Her waking up was explosive; she bounded up from the couch into a sitting position and burst into a laughter of recognition of her hidden desires.

In order to highlight less prominent phenomena that occur in the phase of waking up, I shall resort to a case history that I have entitled ‘Lucy, the Invisible Patient and Her Postmortem Analysis’. Lucy was nearly psychically dead and I often felt that I was like a coroner in a morgue who was dissecting a zombie. My first task was to reanimate her, and once she was animated, the next task for me was to wake her up and realize the nightmare she was living. I often felt paralysed and restricted in a free-floating empathy and its dual possibilities of projecting myself into her outside or of introjecting her and then identifying with her inside me.30

In short, Lucy’s extended family had an extensive history of incest and beating. Her father had been sexually abused by soldiers in Europe, and like her mother, she and her sister were sexually abused for years by her maternal grandfather. Lucy’s psychopathic brother also indulged in that incestuous abuse. All this erotic complicitousness continued as an open secret and was never talked about, a state of affairs lending truth to the maxim that sometimes open secrets can be more psychically disastrous than closed secrets hidden in the family closet. All the while, neglected by her parents and feeling like a psychological orphan, the masochistic Lucy sank into deep depression. A play by Ibsen well describes her plight:31 she was a victim of that sin for which there is no forgiveness; her parents ‘killed the power to love’ in her, starting as a neonate. She was also one of those unfortunate children who never had the experience of making a slight mistake that could be the source of her and her family’s good humour.

Lucy’s plight in adolescence and adulthood was overwhelming: depersonalization and frigidity compounded her rationalization that sexuality in any form was at least partially acceptable as if it were work. She set about enacting her rescue fantasies—if she herself could not be saved, she could save others. Eventually, she married a very physically and mentally sick man. In the sexless as well as loveless marriage, she salvaged what she could of herself with the illusion that she performed indispensable service as no one else could. She counterbalanced her narcissistic depletion by the feeling that she was the queen of adversity. By and by, her early widowhood made her series of compromises increasingly unsustainable.

With the superficial reason that her life wasn’t going anywhere, Lucy came to me for analysis. But the deep reasons that led her to me were twofold: she unconsciously desired to revive her dead parents whom she had killed in fantasy; also, she unconsciously herself, for her sexually abusive parents made her a psychological orphan many years before they themselves had died. In the beginning of her analysis, Lucy’s whole body would shake on the couch so that I wondered sometimes if she was having a spontaneous orgasm just as another female patient of mine at that time was having. When she wasn’t wordless, she’d often say, like some other patients, that she had a lifelong wish to be invisible. But in her analysis, she switched mainly to a variety of expressive ways in order to assure herself that she was the focus of my attention.

She exhibited her inhibition. Dramatically featuring an articulation interruption, her sentences were broken up by pauses, sometimes lasting minutes. Her vague, vacuous language indicated her cotton-candy relation to reality—it melted on contact. But most disturbing of all was that her utterances sounded like a stifling croak, a death rattle. Like the articulatory impediments of another patient I had, Lucy’s vocal unnaturalness, nevertheless, brought me to an outstanding discovery. I realized that nearly any voice, even that of a criminal or corrupt political leader that we hear on TV, contains a modicum of articulatory pleasantness and offers a real, though unwitting libidinal satisfaction to the hearer. But Lucy’s anhedonic articulation interruptus lacked all vitality in the literal sense of that term.

Here’s a typical early dream report: ‘I had, uh, a dream, uh, about a car. I guess maybe it was sorta green kinda. I think but I don’t know for sure if it was green. I think the car was green, or … The … if … When … [two minutes]. You talk to me, I try not to … I think I hurried, I don’t know for sure but maybe … Then I sorta went home like … it’s difficult for me to say anything here when you are so silent, but … it is all silly what I think, this and that, whatever, and maybe too unimportant to mention I guess about the dream.’

Lucy’s intensive treatment lasted nearly a decade. Progress, when it occurred, had the movement of a sloth. In contrast to other analyses, there were no evident turning points, but change she did. I shall but mention a few elements of her analytic progress over the course of years: her deadness evolved into a sporadic daze and afterwards blossomed into a wakefulness; she became painfully aware of her past marital life, her inner conflicts lessened, her communicative dysfunctionality decreased and her self-esteem grew, up to the point of her becoming a respected social worker. To some extent her dreams changed too.

Delivered in a mostly pleasant voice, they became lengthier and rich in concrete detail which she filled out with self-reflective associations. And she often spoke in her dreams, whereas previously, she rarely spoke in them and thereby extended into her dreams her very wishes to be as invisible as possible.

A related topic was the place of sleeping, and the emergent oneiric role of the mirror in Lucy’s life merits an extended comment. In their splendid article, ‘The Common Mirror Dream’, Coen and Bradlow spell out multiple functions of the mirror, including those of omnipotence, mirror magic and transformation of images, exhibitionism-voyeurism, and self-constancy.32 Yet it is remarkable that, as far as I could determine, there is no psychoanalytic literature on the patient’s use of the mirror in the analyst’s restroom. As Lucy worked through her experiences with mirrors, sleeping and dreaming, she clarified that she had wished to be invisible in a certain way: she had always wanted to be ‘an obliging mirror’ to others, while she was hiding behind it. She also retrospected that she used to look in my restroom mirror in order to ground herself and confirm her existence. (She resembled another female patient, incestuously abused, who, in negative hallucinations, saw herself as a torso only in her home mirror but never in the assuring comfort of the mirror in my office premises.) Over time, as Lucy developed a more secure self-image, an internal mirror, she could dream of sleeping and waking up on my couch, and dream of the restroom being in my office and looking relaxedly in the mirror. The fact that her enhanced self-constancy depended more on her internal mirror than on the external one summoned to my mind the instructive tale of Sophie Loren. Despite her legendary attractiveness, looking into a mirror during her depressive moments did not bolster the famous actress’s self-esteem; rather, she would find a magazine with her picture in it, and then, with great satisfaction, imagine countless readers admiring her beauty.

Conclusion

To conclude, instead of summing up my essay, I shall rather quickly look at the many-sided subject of dormancy in the light of other disciplines. It is not incidental that the world’s greatest thinkers refer to their discoveries in terms of sleeping and waking. In his Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, Kant said that by reading Hume he was shaken out of his ‘dogmatic slumber’.33 Freud, we remember, boasted: ‘I was one of those who have disturbed the sleep of the world.’34 If we leave the realms of philosophy and psychoanalysis for the domain of mysticism, we may note the theme of sleeping and waking in the biblical Song of Songs, and in the works of John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila. And Buddha, in Sanskrit, means, ‘the awakened or enlightened one’.35

The subject of dormancy and its contrary emotional states has also awakened our poets to write unforgettable thoughts. Having a blissful dream of his dead wife, the blind poet John Milton woke into a daymare which he then described in the most anguished of his many anguished lines, ‘I waked, she fled, and day brought back my night.’36 Quite the opposite was the reaction of the sighted Matthew Arnold who could counter his loneliness by dreaming of his beloved. In one of his poems he confidently petitioned, ‘Come to me in my dreams, and then/By day I shall be well again!/For then the night will more than pay/The hopeless longing of the day.’37 With even greater self-confidence the neoclassical poet Alexander Pope suggested to his lady friend, ‘Give all thou cans’t—and let me dream the rest.’38 For his part, Shakespeare could quietly conceive of sleep as the soft dropping of dew, and he contentedly added: ‘We are such stuff/As dreams are made of, and our little life/Is rounded with a sleep.’39 But we must turn to Shakespeare’s Anthony and Cleopatra where we find the most extreme contrast between peaceful sleep and dreaming. In her desperate love, the suicidal Cleopatra puts a venomous snake to her breast. She imaginatively reverses the situation of a nurse suckling a baby to sleep; in that reversed scenario, she sees herself a nurse being put to sleep by the poisonous baby-serpent sucking at her breast. Resisting the interference of a well-wishing attendant, Cleopatra gives voice to these unsurpassable lines about a suicidal sleep: ‘Peace, peace!/Dost thou not see my baby at my breast,/That sucks the nurse asleep?’40

Finally, despite the rich musings by the preeminent and not so preeminent about dreams, it has often struck me that a number of people are impoverished in the imaginative roaming of their nightlife; one person has dreams while another could never dream. And ever more grandly, the hobbling circumscriptions of some narrow schools of thought render them incapable of rising to the visionary. Did not Hamlet counsel his friend, ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’? 41 What a profound insight about a perennial benightedness that shuts itself off from those endless reaches where unfettered pondering can bring us. Truly indeed, beyond our horizon, there are others—and others.


Nightmares: The Nightmare and the Invention of the Other1

Luigi Zoja

What art thou that usurp’st this time of night?

—Shakespeare, Hamlet, act 1, scene 1

The day on which the human being first perceived another human as fully ‘other’ and different from him can be seen also as the day in which he forever separated himself from the animal.2 And on the day that Cain arrived so did our theme, the nightmare.

Why, when the human being pulls away from the animal, does the nightmare irremediably attach itself to the dream? By nightmare we generally mean a particular kind of dream, pathological and beyond the normal range. But as soon as we want to know more, our difficulty begins.

Freud named it without defining it. Jung too did not deal with the nightmare as such, but he did discuss its etymology,3 as we shall do further on. Among the pillars of psychiatric learning—Karl T. Jaspers in the German school, Paul E. Bleuler in the Swiss, Henri Ey in the French—‘nightmare’ cannot be found in the analytical index to their manuals. The same holds true for the American school in The Harvard Guide to Modern Psychiatry, although the classic Silvano Arieti makes a reference to nightmare in the title of his chapter elsewhere on insomnia.4 He does not, however, speak of insomnia as the collateral effect of nightmares, but of the nightmare as a collateral effect of insomnia. As soon as we turn to it, it walks off, leaving us unfed.

The American Psychiatric Association, whose job it is to classify each and every suspect form of human behaviour, gives us this description of nightmare:

Nightmare disorder: Sleep disorder of the parasomnia group, consisting of repeated episodes of nightmares that awaken the sleeper, who rapidly becomes fully oriented and alert and can vividly recall the dreams. Onset is usually in childhood or adolescence, and children often outgrow the disorder. Called also dream anxiety disorder.5

The nightmare disorder is not defined as a psychiatric one. (In passing, we may ask ourselves whether this description can be called a definition or a tautology. The APA has said that the nightmare disorder consists in the appearance of nightmares.)

It is suffered for the most part in infancy, whereas with passing years it very often goes into spontaneous remission or complete recovery. Here I must confess a personal motivation. Although I do not remember much of my infancy, I do recall having had nightmares as a child. This led, unavoidably, to a certain fear of falling asleep, but also (something less commonly assumed) to a curiosity about those menacing images that visit us in the night. My nightmares disappeared, in a way I shall go on to describe. At that point, I was left mostly with the fascination. Subsequently, in my adult life as an analyst, I have often tried to help my patients in their present difficulties by trying to connect them to early difficulties that show up in childhood nightmares. Also, of course, if their childhood nightmares had receded as they often do, I have tried to have them see if that more or less spontaneous resilience could teach them some still valid pattern of self-healing or at least be reactivated by the present challenge. Unfortunately, patients usually only vaguely remember overcoming their childhood nightmares, knowing neither how nor when. Moreover, since the process is almost always very personal, I have not been able to build any useful generalizations from it.

As far as my own story goes, I remember having had intensely fearful dreams of falling, and others populated by huge lions. The first kind was the most unpleasant. I soon learned (using the rationality which in the dream frequently serves the ‘dream ego’) to tell myself: ‘I shouldn’t be so afraid. Nothing that I see is realistic, so this must be a dream. And if I fall in a dream, even from a skyscraper, I will not die. Actually, I won’t even be hurt.’ It worked. Whenever the fear still got to me, I learned even to wake up so as to stop the unpleasant feeling. The nightmarish experience of falling, however (which later in life I attributed to a symbolic feeling of being a day-dreamer, living in fantasies and having my feet far off the ground), still kept coming back. Then one day—actually, one night—during an apparently interminable dream of falling, I said to myself: ‘It occurs to me that my fear in these dreams is a terror of crashing into the ground. But in fact I never crash. So, instead of waking up, I should try to stay in the dream and experience the crash. It might not even be so bad.’ Therefore in that particularly long dream of falling, I waited and waited, and suddenly, the ground came up at me, covered by soft grass. I rebounded slightly, then walked away into a beautiful countryside. As I recall, after that I was no longer visited by nightmares of falling.

Dreams of lions, on the contrary, kept coming now and then. While they frightened me, they were never too scary, for these animals always held a sort of fascination. I admired their beauty and strength. I learned to take them as images of those corresponding qualities and to say to myself: ‘You must be aware of their importance, and understand them, but never get too close. Something is telling you how central they are in life, but at the same time (by having you keep your distance) to teach modesty.’ I am not claiming that this youthful view was a ‘correct interpretation’. It simply made sense to me.

As for the non-subjective data about childhood nightmares, however, these vary even in the USA, which has the largest bibliography in the field.6 The percentage of American babies affected runs from 10 per cent to 50 per cent, and for adults from 1 per cent to 8 per cent. Nightmare disorder is to be distinguished from sleep terror disorder, in which the subject has troubled sleep but has difficulty waking up completely and recording the dream. This syndrome, too, in any case, is typical of infancy and diminishes with age. Forming a group by itself are the nightmares linked to certain forms of epilepsy, to delirium and to post-traumatic stress disorder. The percentages suffering from the most serious post-traumatic disturbances—those resulting from war—likewise vary widely. As we shall see later on, it is also because the classification of disorders varies from war to war. Obviously, too, the frequency greatly varies, depending on the type of conflict.

Since the nightmare breaches the levees of sleep and enters another condition, the waking state, the attempt to define nightmare breaks the bounds of medicine and psychiatry (disciplines that study dreams and sleep, replacing religion which dealt with them in the past) and enters unknown territory. When we look into nightmares, through which scientific perspective should we peer? In the total absence of pre-existing definitions, I believe it is up to us to decide. Therefore I propose considering the nightmare a borderline concept, situated in a zone where the boundaries of psychoanalysis, medicine, anthropology and philosophy meet each other.

The nightmare is a dream that the individual psyche cannot contain. If the ‘normal’ dream newly elaborates and combines archetypal themes—that is, which pre-exist in the dreamer—with memories deriving from experience, the dream changes into nightmare when the stimuli can no longer be contained and assimilated by the inner world—when the dreamer seeks fruitlessly to rework, in dream images, a conflict that has no inner resolution, or when one can no longer successfully absorb the excess of meaning, or absurdity, that the world deals out.

The nightmare therefore distinguishes itself from dreams by having crossed a threshold. This threshold has to do with the understanding, acceptance and integration of psychic contents. When that task is no longer possible, the psyche breaks off its natural activity; it pulls all the plugs, like the circuit breaker that saves a system from irreparable damage. This task, we have sensed, is exquisitely human. We are beginning to understand why, when experiments with animals show that we cannot demonstrate that they have nightmares.7 Above all we understand why infants, far more than adults, are ‘naturally’ subject to nightmares.

The human being is the fruit of a long, extremely slow, natural evolution. But the conditions in which we live grow ever more unnatural and are subject to accelerating cultural and technical mutations. Every newborn child is essentially identical to one from the Paleolithic (if one can say that the point reached by human physical evolution after tens of millions of years has not substantially changed), while our cultural evolution is frenetic, constantly making leaps.

And so of course, from its first day of life, a baby is immersed in an increasingly unnatural condition. For example, the overwhelmingly large numbers that repeatedly are imposed on life by the omnipotent human do not belong to nature, which has selected for the human puppy. Already in the mid-5th century BC Herodotus reported that those who witnessed the landing of Persian troops in Greece believed they were confronted by a supernatural event or a collective nightmare.8 Likewise, the nightmares of young children (or of those thrown into regression by profound stress: we shall take up an account of nightmares among the inmates of Auschwitz) are often made of interminable and senseless repetitions of objects and persons: a palace with a thousand identical floors which the child must climb, or a train with a thousand coaches which it must count. However affectionate the family environment may be and however attentive a family is in giving more than mere time, the child of the 21st century is not evolved to live in the 21st century, where during a single day one can receive more stimulation than one’s ancestors got in a year. The child’s sleep often veers off into nightmare. Nightmare is an escape into the pathology and repression made necessary by the devastating cultural storms that blow into the psyche. The animal-human adapts successfully by devising perversions which the animal-animal never had. The waking human being often runs away into sleep (depression), while the one who sleeps flees into waking again (nightmare).9

The nightmare does not submit to sleep again—that is, re-invoking a self-referential condition, to metabolism and production in the internal psychic sense—because it is the expression of the violent separation between a subjective interior reality and the objective but unnatural conditions imposed by civilization. The nightmare contains an excess of meanings which the psyche cannot manage to comprehend and a surplus of tasks which the psyche cannot carry out. Its pathology has nothing to do strictly with psychiatry, but constitutes a special ‘multidisciplinary pathology’. Psychiatry comes up against difficulty in defining it. The nightmare is the fruit of the irremediable alterity of human existence next to the animal, and the consequence of its daily, inevitable, aggressive unnaturalness and incessant competitiveness.

Etymology offers a way of reconstructing the collective imaginary—contents which though unconscious have not disappeared—that our language leaves unspoken. And so it is interesting to notice that, in the chief European languages, the roots of words that signify dream simply return to a physiological fact—hence animal fact—whereas all those that indicate nightmare are mythical images of a hostile being. Nightmare is therefore part of a culture, with its tales and traditions.

Italian sogno and Spanish sueño come from Latin somnium, which in turn derives from somnius, sleep. In the German traum and English dream the most frequent reference (though debatable) is to an ancient form of the verb trüugen, to deceive. French rêve instead stems from Latin vagus: a dream corresponds only to a wandering of the mind.

The concept of nightmare, by contrast, summons up the situations and characters of mythology. Italian incubo comes from Latin incumbere which means to crush or overwhelm. Similar to this is the Spanish pesadilla which again refers to something that weighs so much that it flattens the dreamer. What is all this about? The ancients knew very well. French has remained quite explicit: cauche-mar stems from the ancient caucher, to push down, and from the Dutch mare, a mythical fantasy tied to the nightmare. It is often qualified as feminine (in the patriarchal tradition for which the masculine was reserved for positive values, with the result that anything unknown, suspect, or plainly negative was automatically feminine, as happened with the figure of the witch) and appears in different languages, at least in archaic expressions: Dutch mare, German mahr, Polish zmara, Czech mura, English mare or maere, etc. Modern English has night-mare since the simple mare has come to mean a horse, often retaining negative connotations. The German Alp-traum—literally a dream of the Alps—means in reality (together with the more explicit Alp-drück, the crushing pressure of an Alp) a dangerous magical entity (Alp or Alb) related to the English ‘elf’, which the Church (with its suspicion of traditional beliefs and its tendency to construct, in line with its god, a ‘monotheism of evil’) simplified and equated with the devil.

Behind these remnants of imagery is a single pre-scientific explanation of the nightmare: a kind of sorceress brings it on, an invincible being stronger than any dreamer who smothers her victim. This image symbolically recapitulates the establishment of the ego, the product of rationality, which cannot manage to be stronger than the unconscious; and it declares that the male, an administrator of society, must recognize a greater feminine power that governs the psyche. (In passing we might observe that myths from which the idea of the nightmare originated remain silent about the fact that the nightmare certainly played a role, and hardly a marginal one, in the persecution of witches.)

The contrast between the expectations created by mass-media simplification and the sea of anxiety in which we are immersed today is particularly strong in infancy, unequipped by nature for meeting that ‘external nightmare’ which is our world. The nightmares of the child are therefore manifestations of a deeply felt exercise in adaptation.

In general, individual evolution tends to repeat that of the species (ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny). Yet here this principle seems to be reversed. With its imperative ‘progress’ the human realm shows itself to be evermore unnatural, the maker of nightmares, whereas the single growing child frees itself from its own nightmares (its own inner devils) because it makes a pact with the outer devil: it exchanges its own individual pathology for that of the civilization which encircles it, slowly ingesting it.

In dreams, images combine and muddle themselves, seeking to produce a meaning and offering an outlet to diurnal psychic efforts as well as physical ones. But the dream degenerates into nightmare when it encounters a mortal adversary, or an intolerable one, or one that it simply cannot integrate.

One of the defining criteria that distinguish humans from animals—and which is acknowledged many times over—is the fact that murder is intraspecific.10 Psychoanalysis has said that the human being intuits what death is but somehow does not believe in its own death. It seeks to push death over on to someone else and at the same time eliminate him. The human being thereby kills two birds with one stone: removing not only his potential rival but also his own death. Every animal has innate inhibitions which curb its aggression against members of its own species.11 But when this intraspecificity (of the same species) becomes the other (another individual), these inhibitions begin to dissolve; then difference prevails over uniformity. A new being is born in whom psyche and culture depend on more than physical nature. Whereas the body, as we said, stays Paleolithic, dress and individual differences become infinite. Nothing any longer seems to be itself.

The animal perceives its surroundings with its eyes and nose and so on. In the new being, what the senses perceive is already organized in, and subordinated to, mental images. From the moment that the notion of otherness breaks in on the mind, the fact that the environment is sensed as alien trumps sensing it as having to do with the same species. Anthropology and ethology call this event cultural pseudo-speciation: the difference of the other—which in reality is cultural and relative—comes to be sensed as absolute, as if pertaining to another species of life. 12 And if it belongs to another species, inhibitions fall away and killing becomes a natural matter.

If humankind is the only species whose members kill each other wholesale, this event, literally tragic, must have had a beginning. Our hypothesis lets us suppose that this route—its end-point issuing in total war and genocide—must have been taken quite suddenly, as soon as You and I parted ways. Pseudo-speciation is a cultural mistake that takes itself as biological, scientific truth.13 Racism tends to reproduce itself because it is born out of perceptions of difference that are multiplied by culture (the various codes of manners and dress, for example), but has been particularly devastating in the 19th century and the first half of the 20th, when it stepped out as science.

Establishing the other as different from me makes each of us a potential rival. If we, like the writers cited earlier, believe that this perception is stronger than any produced by consciousness, we must also acknowledge that the origin of consciousness is tragic and harrowing. It is likely that in the so-called Western civilization there is no kind of knowledge that is older and no literary genre more profound, than tragedy. From this perspective, the origin of consciousness has its seat in a traumatic, nearly intolerable event.

Its consequences are double. In the outer world one moves from an unconscious coexistence, the fusion path of the herd animal, to a network of conscious relationships whose new element is mistrust, hostility and in limited situations the need to eliminate the other guy. We have hypothesized that the beginning of this unnatural activity—the murder of our own kind—coincides with a psychic innovation: awareness that the other person is irremediably different. Both developments are tragic and irrevocable.

In the inner world, when the psyche begins to perceive an ineradicable difference, it too begins to have not simply dreams but nightmares.

The nightmare is in fact the corresponding partner, on the inner plane, to a homicidal attack. The parallel is doubly powerful. The pure nightmare describes an encounter with a mortal enemy, out of which one startles awake, not only from a dark physical sensation like that of a mortal wound, but also from awareness, tragic to the point of being intolerable, that the other person is overwhelmingly alien. Therefore everyone who faces off against another person is a potential killer. It does not matter if in the nightmare I annihilate or am annihilated, nor if the dream figures are human beings or horrifying anomalies, because in either case the protagonist of the nightmare is a radically annihilating emotion, and therefore a killer. But in a way even more profound, the nightmare inwardly matches up with the new situation of otherness outside. Just as externally one no longer lives the herd life of unconsciousness but begins to meet others and sense their difference as intolerable, so the dream is no longer on the whole made up of partly distinct presences (so much so that psychoanalysis reads them as ‘inner characters’), but places at the centre of the action an ‘other’ so different that the dream is no longer able to carry on a dialogue with the dreamer’s ego and simply short-circuits the psyche awake. As if to say, ‘Look out, off limits to the ego! Here comes someone you cannot metabolize!’

With the nightmare, the so-called unconscious to some extent has run up against the personality which has been rejected. It would correspond to the image of a villain or monster, which the dreamer on waking will strongly resist accepting as part of his personality. (The fact that after a nightmare it is difficult to go back to sleep lets one suitably account for the refusal to return to my oneiric world, since an assassin lives there.) This ‘inner character’, this unexpected and dreadful part of the dreamer’s personality, is the right expression, in dream symbols, of the new and terrible quality that separates the human from the animal: the destroyer and killer.

It is not nice to think about, but it is true to life. Before there was Christian agape, long indeed before ethnic, national, or social solidarity, the foundational quality for the development of human consciousness was destructiveness. As we have said, archaeology, paleontology and anthropology, as Eibl-Eibesfeldt has summarized them,14 testify that no matter how far back in time one goes one finds men killing other men.

Humanity in its natural state is not as Rousseau proposed, decked out a little with the Enlightenment and Romanticism, but an experiment far more complicated than the one described by Anthony Pagden.15 As Freud has said, the natural human being must necessarily be repressed. In every place and time, as Michelangelo Jacobucci says in his fine book on intolerance,16 rejection of the other tends to trump acceptance. Therefore, as Umberto Eco reiterates in keeping faith with Freud’s pessimism, ‘intolerance, like violence, is not an illness but a disposition quite natural for the human animal.’17

On 22 July 1900 the German Kaiser, addressing an expeditionary force about to leave for China, without knowing it, uttered the manifesto of the century: ‘When the enemy comes before you he must be destroyed. Offer no conditions. Take no prisoners (Gefangene [werden] nicht gemacht).’18

The 20th century was the century of massacres, ethnic cleansing and genocide. The century of death was kicked off with these words in a country that will prove to be particularly fertile territory for the harvests of evil.19 The psychology corresponding to these historical events—in particular the matter of taking no prisoners—inheres in the radical rejection of the other which we have discussed from the outset.

During World War I the problem of dealing with the other became explosive. On both sides the refusal to take prisoners grew. In the uninterrupted bestiality of combat and the unprecedented scope of propaganda promoting hatred of the enemy, this problem felt so alien to us that we could not assimilate it, even when the other took the form of a herd penned in by barbed wire in a concentration camp.20 The absolute hammering by propaganda, which pictures the enemy as subhuman, perverse and infidel, instills in soldiers an absolute need to annihilate him. Thus a world in which the adversary must still have a place becomes unimaginable: even when imprisoned, proclaim the insinuations of propaganda, your adversary will try to stab you in the back.

Therefore in the bloody swirl of fighting, whoever throws down his weapon and raises his hands is shot with sadistic relish by the one who has kept his gun in hand. It is no accident, then, that precisely during the Great War the problem of ‘shell shock’ exploded uncontrollably, with soldiers suffering nightmares and constant restlessness. In fact the nightmare is the inner correlative of the daily encounter between enemies in a total war, of which the Great War was the first unqualified example. The nightmare is also the total rejection of the (inner) adversary. In what we call a dream, the psyche elaborates on the encounter of the ego with the other. When the dream transforms itself into nightmare, the ego enters a state of shock and calls off as impossible any dialogue or integration. In full flight from the encounter, it wakes up.

The refusal to deal with prisoners is therefore not reducible to a simple problem of military logistics in times of war. It is also the symbolic expression of an allophobia, an indiscriminate and totalizing fear of others which invades the 20th century as mass psychosis.

Naturally, the explosive increase in nightmares and anxiety conditions brings in its wake a new, important discipline: military psychiatry.

The first military hospital for mental cases had first appeared during the American Civil War. But after the war it was shut down. The shocks which incapacitated soldiers were considered for the first time as an illness (in contrast to dereliction of duty) by the Russians in their war against Japan in 1905. Silently they struck a horrible sort of deal: military psychiatry obtained the ideological advantage of denying that soldiers in possession of their sanity could refuse to kill; and soldiers were granted the favour of allowing themselves some authorized rest.

Gradually, military psychiatry slid downhill towards anti-psychiatric principles: to philopathological ones, if one may say so. With World War I, the prevailing doctrine came by way of the American armed forces from Thomas Salmon, later elected president of the American Psychiatric Association. Every combat unit was assigned military psychiatrists, who at the first sign of panic or nightmares among troops moved them immediately to the rear, giving them light therapy and rest for a few days before sending them back to the line.21 This ‘therapy’ carried to extremes the model of the first Russian interventions, obtaining a maximum percentage of recoveries because it alleviated symptoms without letting anyone escape returning to the front, and without rehabituating them to the idea that there exists a world free of enemies or daily massacre. It improved the efficiency of weaker individuals—or simply, the more sensitive ones—at the cost of pretending that the front was not the cause of the pathology, and therefore that it could be the destination of recovery.

We can now return to our considerations that war in the 20th century has violently multiplied the power to kill not only through its titanic technological capacity but also through the propaganda of hate and its psychopathic consequences for the masses. So one may speak of total war not only because it has involved the entire industrial apparatus of modernity, but also because it has totally involved the psychological superstructure (collective consciousness through mass media). Participants are kept in total and continuous mobilization, pressed upon like ancient warriors hounded by the Furies.22 War and the hate machine simplify things, permitting regression, the abdication of individual responsibility to the herd.

In modern terms, these conditions should be described as mass borderline states, if psychiatry (not only the military kind) were to take care—as it should—of mass mental disturbances that are not simply the aggregate of individual ones. When this total mobilization gets introjected, as usually happens with more sensitive people, it takes over the whole person, occupying them day and night. Nightmares invade the mind. Coming awake, the dreamer finds himself in a state of vigilance that blocks his return to sleep and sustains, whether as a memory of the nightmare or as anxiety, what plagues him while awake. He has the worst of both worlds.

The World War I, concentrating millions of soldiers in the claustrophobic situation of the trenches, also produced a concentration of nightmares. In the wars that have followed, however, the front line has hardly remained stationary. The front has been radically dispersed and with it the experience of combat. Consequently, both nightmares and psychopathology more generally have been systematically dislocated. With every new war a new pathology has come along, in the classifications of American military psychiatry, as if diagnosed for the first time.23 The virtual eradication of conventional front lines has contributed to making war a total affair from the demographic point of view as well: in every conflict that takes places as of now, the number of civilians killed exceeds those killed in combat. And the demographics of nightmare follow suit. Confronted with military conduct that intentionally includes terrorism, ethnic cleansing and genocide, distinctions between military and civilian psychiatry simply crumble.24 Nightmares of the wildest variety appear among the most diverse groups of people.

I shall close by recalling the story of a patient, which inspires hope and despair at the same time. During the 1930s, Martin was a poor adolescent, an orphan who in his own country was discriminated against for being German. To redeem these three factors, he secretly crossed the border into Germany and then voluntarily enlisted in the Wehrmacht at the beginning of World War II, lying about his age. After a brief period of training he spent a while in peace. Like most of the world, his regiment was simply waiting for Hitler’s next move. But in 1941, they were transferred to the Eastern Front, where one of the greatest attacks of all time was being mounted. As we also now know from historical research, the orders given to officers at the outset of Operation Barbarossa were quite different from those on the Western Front. France had been conquered but also preserved as a possible ally, whereas the Soviet Union was going to be crushed and turned into a territory for colonization.

Something changed inside Martin—spontaneously and irrevocably—when he heard his commanding officer exhort the unit: ‘This is the war which will end all wars. Thus, in this war we are taking no prisoners.’ The adolescent became a man. Martin, however, did not realize that immediately. He knew only that he was upset, psychically disturbed. Every night brought him nightmares, more or less the same.

They featured an anonymous, indistinct throng, brought together for some unknown reason, bound for some unknown destination. Into this grey, meaningless, absurd mass of people breaks a group of soldiers. They begin selecting people based on absurd and irrelevant details: those with white trousers go to one side and are saved, while those with dark ones go to the other and are shot. Always, and only at the last instant, Martin realizes that he is among the survivors. But anxiety wakes him all the same, and for a long time he cannot get back to sleep. Sharply contradicting the rhetorical distinction between good guys and bad guys expressed by the officers, his dreams tell him that death strikes in a totally arbitrary, irrational, unjust way: his unconscious possesses an original morality that reacts against injustice even when his ego cannot yet grasp it.

As we know from the histories, in this phase the Wehrmacht’s advance was swift. The Red Army restricted itself to retreating, leaving scorched earth behind; for a long time Martin’s unit did not fire a shot. But one morning there happened what sooner or later happens in every war. They were told to move carefully, weapons at the ready. Shots, then orders to hit the dirt and commence firing; a group of Russian soldiers ran towards them, blazing away in turn. The confusion in Martin’s brain reached its peak when, for the first time in his life, he levelled a gun at a man. Which man?

‘Before pulling the trigger, before the burst, I turned the gun on myself. Even now I can’t explain why, but I know how I did it, I remember the act very well. I’ve never told anyone. I still feel ashamed. Today nothing seems sillier or more hateful than the Wehrmacht, and nothing more criminally stupid than the irresponsible enlistment I chose. I’m ashamed that I ever followed its discipline; but at the same time, however absurd it may be, I’m also ashamed that I disobeyed.’

In Martin’s nightmares, three anonymous groups appear: the soldier-killers and two groups of victims. This vague and anonymous condition is common in nightmares; according to Carole Beebe Tarantelli, the nightmares described by Primo Levi in If This Is a Man express the disintegration of the ego under the violence of the concentration camp.25 In the majority of nightmares, the opposition is between two individuals or two groups. In order to represent a mortal danger, the nightmare generally shows an opposition that is absolute and, as such, also irresolvable. The only solution is flight from the situation in the dream, into waking. This also occurs in Martin’s nightmares, but the triangular situation seems to offer a novelty and an alternative. The other singular thing about them is the fact that they seem to anticipate his traumatic armed encounter. How can this inversion of sequence be possible?

In reality, the trauma had already come to Martin when the officers had said that they could take no prisoners. What could that mean in a war which the officers called just? And what had it begun to say to his clear and artless conscience? The encounter with the enemy, which had not been the real trauma but its follow on, was speedily final in its ripening, which came entirely within, unconscious, and enacted itself autonomously. At the instant he pulled the trigger, Martin had unconsciously reinterpreted his nightmare. As a nightmare typically does, the untenable confrontation with evil had decidedly forced an exit from the situation. But, purely from anxiety and in the disorientation of battle, much like the powerlessness and disorientation which vie with each other in the nightmare, a moral force—which the personality will reveal in due course—is set in train. And by that force the ego was not abandoned. Although not yet fully conscious of it, Martin did not want to be left hidden in the crowd passively accepting a criminal war, and had chosen which side he wished to be with. His nightmares had said that it was not enough to be among the victims who were saved. However, he was not capable (and not simply did not choose) of being with human beings who killed other human beings. Able to be only an absolute conscientious objector, he had to use any means at hand to oppose himself to the soldier who kills; and, in order to do that, he could only shoot himself. Evidently, this was the more acceptable price to pay.

The god, or destiny, that takes care of the courageous and the foolhardy alike, took care that none of his officers saw by whose gun Martin had been wounded. He was decorated for the reported wound and assigned to a long convalescence. In the event, the same god saved him from other battles and made him a prisoner of the Allies. Martin began to read avidly, to discuss philosophy and politics. The nightmares gradually abated.

After the war, he became somebody well known in his line of work and in culture. Engaged in many causes, though not in active organizing, he was as unshakably reserved as he was pacifist. Although he warmed to respect, admiration and affection, Martin none the less remained a tragic and tormented person, the victim of insomnia, migraines and depressions.

One day, for the second time, he turned a weapon on himself.

He took his own life as a brother in secret to Primo Levi. Like him, he had struggled for decades to free himself from the nightmare without completely succeeding. Martin felt, however, as with the historical nightmare of the war, that he was partly an accomplice. Yet the reflection of that in him, his personal nightmare, was not only negative. It had granted him a choice, at the cost of his hiding it from the world. He had finished with his assignment, a very particular form of heroism. Martin lived and acted only from within. And, twice only, unable to do otherwise, he took up arms against himself.


Dreams at the Boundary of the Self and Others: Intersubjective Fields, Emotions and Culture1

Daniel Deslauriers

Dreaming is one of our most private and intimate experiences. In saying so I may be stating the obvious but at the same time I wish to bring attention to the veracity of this assertion. Of course the evidence appears overwhelming: doesn’t neuroscience tell us that dreaming is a state of self-generated brain activation, isolated from sense input connected to outer life? Isn’t dreaming an expression of inner life, one of the last refuges of the untamed psyche that depth psychology calls the unconscious? Dreams, it would seem, display the full glory of spontaneous subjectivity. Here I do not question the accuracy of these descriptions or the psychological ethos that supports them so much as suggest that they may be incomplete. The perception of dreams as the privileged expression of inner experience draws from a specific cultural narrative. One that arose in the West alongside modernity and which positions the interior self against the relational and cultural circumstances within which it is embedded. By overly focusing on the private and individual nature of dreaming, we tend to overlook the many ways in which dreaming draws from our relationships with others or with larger cultural systems.

I was pulled into this inquiry quite early in my career as researcher. In a sense, my own dreams may have helped me to realize the extent to which life is a phenomenon that happens at the boundary of self and others, and that dreams are not exempt. As an undergraduate, I took a class on dreams where the assignment was to gather, over the semester, a corpus of at least thirty personal dreams in order to perform a content analysis on the series. To my surprise, many of my dreams contained images of thieves and robbery; themes that I later realized described a state of vulnerable boundaries. After all, a thief is someone who transgresses norms around private property, intrudes into others’ space, and takes what is not his or hers. From that moment, I noticed a recurrence of that theme when my own sense of boundaries, intellectual, emotional or physical, seemed to be threatened by others.

Thinking back on my own upbringing, being the middle child, with three brothers all born in close proximity, it felt to me as if I was more attuned than my siblings to issues of fairness which, in my eyes, were always related to how I was being treated compared to others. My sense of self was obviously not just mine, but mine in comparison to others. While I have had a rather sheltered early life, still many of the psychological issues I had to face later seemed to relate to what Hartmann calls thin boundaries: intrusion, emotional muddled-ness (not really knowing what psychologically ‘belonged’ to me), psychological merging and assertiveness.2 This constellation informed my own developmental arc. I am sharing this so as to attune the reader to the fact that the perception of the relational spaces we inhabit is subject to psychological variations, both within individuals and between them. Some of us are more sensitive to it and more deeply affected by it than others. It is also well known that culture plays a decisive role in the way this intersubjective dimension is understood and enacted.3 Having integrated the insights that I derived from my dreams, the recurrent thief dreams have stopped. However, boundary phenomena or imagery still populate my dream life and the inquiry on the role of dreams at the boundary of self and others has remained an active interest.

Relationships, and the rich arrays of emotions attached to them, are the fertile ground from which dream life grows and into which it circles back. A holistic perspective on dreaming must acknowledge the cultural, relational and intersubjective factors that come into play in dream formation and in dream understanding. Dreaming is the private voice that comments on our relational concerns. Contemplating the complex complementary relationship between private and social life, Paul Lippmann writes:

In the centre of the private mind sits civilization. In the centre of civilization sits the private mind …. [D]reams [are] living in both realms at once, offering commentary on the goings on in both worlds: commentary on the very nature and experience of the most private, and commentary on the nature and meaning of the social context.4

I also believe that when we share dreams or when dream inspiration is translated in actions or creative acts, they not only contribute to the renewal of the self but also to that of groups and the culture we belong to. Writing about dream-sharing, Shulman and Stroumsa note that:

To tell one’s dream … is always an overdetermined act or statement, at once situating the self in relation to a rich universe of cultural meanings and implied metaphysical intuitions and creating, or re-creating, that same universe from within.5

Intersubjectivity Defined

Intersubjectivity is the dynamic space created and enacted when one’s ‘interior’ self encounters another’s. In this meeting, a relational field is formed, shifting and moving to the reciprocal inputs of the actors who participate in it. Through our habits of relating, we partake in the creation of an interpersonal space. At the same time, we are open to the influence of others and they feel our influence. Intersubjectivity is a pregnant field of potentiality where meaning is transmitted, constructed, exchanged, imposed, twisted, hidden and/or denied.

East-West philosopher Haridas Chaudhuri has referred to relational selfhood as an important locus of self-knowing and realization: it is in great part through intimate contact with others that we get to know ourselves.6 All relationships possess their unique landscape. Like a magnetic field, the intersubjective field is invisible but its effects are far reaching. Feelings and emotions are one of the most obvious ways by which we perceive the relational space that we weave with others. The comforts we feel towards some individuals (the trust, confidence and attraction we experience) are all bounded in the intersubjective field—as are their opposites: mistrust, boredom, fear or repulsion.

Within psychotherapy, the intersubjective space is understood more narrowly in terms of the relational dimensions that shape the contours of the therapeutic encounter.7 Intersubjectivity in psychotherapy is often viewed in terms of transference or countertransference—that is, the way in which relational patterns are played out between client and therapist, and how relational needs are expressed between the two of them.

But the full scope of the intersubjective domain also encompasses work, peer groups and all affiliations—wherever we experience the sense of ‘we-ness’ either in the ‘real’ world, or the virtual world as seen, for example, by the explosion of web-based social networks.

My interest lies in exploring the intersubjective dimensions associated with dreams and dream-sharing beyond the important issues of transference and countertransference (as already much has been written about the latter). I draw from my personal experience as a psychology teacher, having taught classes on dreams for twenty-five years in various universities and growth centres around the world. The classroom constellates a different intersubjective field than therapy. As part of my pedagogy, I invite students to engage in a fairly intensive self-reflective process. They have the opportunity to come in contact, through their own and others’ dreams, with a wide range of issues. We do various ‘role plays’ as a way to learn how to engage with dreams in collaborative dyads (for instance, practising the dream interview protocol suggested by Clara Hill)8 or in groups following Montague Ullman’s dream appreciation framework.9 These and other experiential practices are often the occasion of deep psychological as well as spiritual insights.

Furthermore, students are required in my course to look at dreams from multiple perspectives: an objective (third-person approach—that is, scientific) perspective as well as from a subjective (first-person approach reflecting on their own personal experience) and intersubjective (second-person approach—that is, relational and cultural) points of view.10 When we bring our focus to the intersubjective nature of dreaming, a series of phenomena that are often hidden in the background of individual work move to the foreground of our collective awareness.

For example, from the perspective of the person:

	Dream content is influenced by our relationships to others, and by our participation in cultural institutions. Relationships are the staging ground for countless common agreements and enactments that define who we are and the intentional reality we share with others.
	Beyond their self-referential aspects, all four main strategies of dream practices—dream cultivation, dream awareness, dream understanding and dream performance—can be used to benefit others.11


From the perspective of culture:

	Interpersonal dream work, or dream sharing, presupposes shared language, social conventions, relational skills and participation in a cultural matrix.
	Cultural beliefs and shared assumptions about dreams shape the manner in which we engage in dream practices. Socio-cultural factors and the contexts of dream telling can either encourage or discourage dream inquiry and contain injunctions concerning the proper role of dreams in the individual’s life.


From the perspective of psychotherapy:

	Schools of psychotherapy engage intersubjectivity in a different manner and with diverse objectives in regard to dreams. They enact specific understandings of the therapeutic relationship. For instance, abstinence and neutrality may be emphasized in some, whereas others encourage relational engagement; this impacts dream work.
	Learned patterns of relating to others, forming an implicit (unconscious) know-how, are often made more explicit in dreams. Therapeutic relationships that focus on dreams can bring this awareness to these unconscious patterns, helping to reveal, question and hopefully heal, ineffectual relational patterns. In that way dream imagery can aid the psychological healing of the relational self.


From the perspective of sharing dreams and dream groups:

	Dream sharing is a highly participatory act. Depth of disclosure varies according to the contexts of dream telling. In group work, the safety of the group or emotional resonance of the group field and among the participants greatly impact the shared inquiry into dreams.
	Dreams can help us connect with others. Empathy and emotional attunement are important factors that enhance the effectiveness of dream work, both in groups and therapeutic dyads.
	Dreams can help bring social coherence and anchor meaning-making as a social act.


A more exhaustive enumeration would also include questions of identity, cultural or otherwise, expressed in dreams12 and dreams’ enigmatic fluidity expressed in extraordinary dreams such as in telepathic, shared or precognitive dreams.13 By foregrounding these phenomena, I hope to raise the awareness of students to the intersubjective, relational and cultural aspects of dreaming, redressing some kind of cultural imbalance, especially when we compare it to the attention given to the intrapersonal, subjective aspects. It is beyond the scope of this paper to cover all the aspects I enumerated. Rather, I choose to focus on three main points and the attending dreams. The first discusses how dreams can become an organizing factor in group dynamic; the second illustrates how interpersonal intimacy underlies a known cultural-patterned dream and the third describes how the application of a second-person approach to dreams opens new potentials.

Dream Meaning-Making as a Social Act: A Case Example

The following personal dream exemplifies how dreams can be a social conduit for communication about relational issues. This case also illustrates how a powerful creative image can serve as a ‘strange attractor’ around which group dynamic can self-organize.

When we try to express our experiences one-on-one with others, we need to acknowledge that the Other has his/her own experience and also has limits to his/her self-expression. How do we modify what we say without compromising the truth of our core experience? How do we express ourselves to others in ways that they can grasp and assimilate? Is it possible to help others to recognize these limits and appropriately venture beyond them? Can dreams be the conduit for such communication? Consider the following personal dream which does not contain too much of a narrative, but instead focuses on the identity of a dream character:

I meet someone who was an ‘anger virgin’. In the dream, it was not the appearance of this person, nor what he or she did that was of importance. What really mattered was the fact that this person withheld acting on his or her anger in the same way that one would practice sexual abstinence. Just as a virgin would experience sexual feelings, yet not act upon them, this ‘anger virgin’ was clearly feeling upset, but could not allow himself or herself to express his or her anger. Each in his or her own way is a virgin.

This dream occurred on the eve of an important meeting with colleagues. The meeting was very much on my mind before I went to bed since I had to facilitate it the next day. I knew that a member of our group was facing a difficult interpersonal issue with another that had been simmering for months. A badly given criticism led to a relational blockage that fuelled animosity between both parties. I had a strong suspicion that my colleague who received the criticism was harbouring anger. As a group we did not address the issue directly prior to this meeting. This, I believe, left my colleague in a state of alienation such as happens when one’s strong feelings are not assented or recognized, preventing a natural metabolization by the group. In private meetings, I had been privy to my colleague’s frustration. As facilitator of the group, I had been concerned all week about how our meeting would unfold, knowing full well that a confrontation was imminent. Personally, I took the dream as a gift in the way that it informed me of the situation, and because it happened a few hours before our meeting, I imagine that it could also be a gift to the entire group as well.

As is customary during such meetings, we began with personal ‘check-in’. I decided that at my turn, I would share the dream with the group. All my colleagues know of my work with dreams, and thus, beginning with a dream was not something socially out of line, at least not for me. My colleagues, being either therapists or psychologists, also had some degree of respect for the way dreams convey knowledge in imagistic form.

Could the dream give some hints as to how to deal with our group impasse? Dream sharing became my strategy to ease our way through a tense situation. Sharing a dream in a professional setting, even among people who are well versed in the psychological process can be viewed as odd and possibly culturally transgressive. This was not therapy after all. My hope in doing so was that it would help us address the implicit tense situation collectively.

This dream, like most, had many layers of meanings. Of course the dream could be taken at a personal level. At first, it made me question how I deal with anger, as someone who tends to be rather conflict avoidant. But if we follow the dream in details, the dream is not about me, but my meeting with another, the ‘anger virgin’. The question arose in me (and maybe tacitly in the group) as to whether the dream was ‘about’ my colleagues (the person in the dream seemed to be female but that was not absolutely clear). From this second perspective, the dream could be sensitizing me about my colleagues, especially the one who was harbouring strong feelings. How does she handle feelings of anger? Will she lose it today? Thirdly, the dream could be about our group process. Could it be that the identified ‘patient’, the virgin, is the entire system, the group? How do we, as a group, deal with strong emotions such as anger? These numerous referents saturated my inquiry.

Sharing the dream allowed me to put forth what was not said (le non-dit) regarding the surrounding emotional tension into the conscious agenda of our group. It also created, in the safe manner that dream images allow, a place of exploration for what we had been avoiding as individuals and as a group—that is how to face these strong, negative emotions. In other words, it offered a kind of organizing image. I also believe that sharing the dream allowed my colleague to feel that I understood her point of view and her situation. Finally, the anger-virgin image offered our group an image to work through: to go beyond the state of ‘abstinence’ towards the healthy expression of a justified anger (eschewing a destructive enactment that could prove damaging for the fabric of our group).

As it turned out, our group process led to an angry outburst by the colleague in question. Although the anger was appropriate and properly directed, it was a departure from our otherwise polite, socially accepted, but unfortunately at times superficial mode of communication. But this anger was not just ‘hers’; just like my dream, in the context that brought it up, was not just ‘mine’ either. Emotions such as anger are not individualized emotions. On that subject, Lutz writes:

The tendency to look at emotions in isolation from the social field had led to an emphasis on emotions as singular events situated within the individual rather than on the emotional exchanges between individuals. Anger for example is examined as a response to a particular set of circumstances, but the equally important emotional response of others to that anger (and that emotion’s subsequent transformation) is generally ignored.14

Anger tends to produce anxiety, discomfort and fear among others. It may trigger others to respond in kind, leading to angry escalation. All of this also eventually happened in our group meeting. As for me, I felt dread, a complex mix of performance anxiety and avoidance and the keen awareness that there was no way out of this difficult group facilitation. I too easily opt to create diplomatic harmony at the expense of the raw honesty that anger tends to generate.

At the same time, I also value the potential benefit of anger well ‘managed’. Anger could be indicative of injustice, mistreatment and that something is awry and seriously needs addressing. I learned through my early training in ‘Aggression Labs’ that there are two kinds of intimacy: the one created with love and care and the one generated by animosity or enmity. For example, in the heat of a conflict, how many times do we think about those we are angry with compared to those we love!

My hope was that going beyond abstinence with anger could generate more intimacy among us (not less) and, in the best scenario, that a resolution could come to light. When anger did burst into the room, the dream had prepared me. At that moment, for the rest of the group and for me, the dream image ceased to be ‘mine’; it became obvious to all of those present that we had lost our ‘virginity’ as a group in regard to the expression of anger. That state of virginity was upheld together and then forsaken not just by the ‘identified patient’, but by all of us. Fortunately, the outburst led to a needed and truthful reconciliation.

The dream was not only useful for me, giving me a handle on the interpersonal dynamic at play, but also, once it was shared with the group, it became (somewhat humorously) a clear representation of our group process. Group members mentioned the dream several times once the outburst was resolved. With the erotic overtone of the ‘virgin’ image, the dream led to a form of group attunement when a member of the group let out: ‘Finally, we have lost our virginity!’ Laughter erupted in the room and we could feel the tensions temporarily resolve. At one point, I felt a kind of empathy flowing towards me, as the group realized how difficult it was to be the facilitator when sparks fly in the air. At that time, I ventured to share that the dream image had prepared me for what was to come and that now it was helping us to reflect and name our common experience.

In retrospect, I can see that the dream may have contributed to an attenuation of the defensive stance from the group members, and helped us move towards a greater intimacy and shared participation in working through the issue, however difficult or unpleasant. Appropriate sharing of dreams can be a powerful way to engage and anchor social meaning-making and transformational process. Even if hatched in private, the sharing process in this case braided a very nuanced pattern of social foresight, multidirectional empathy, emotional release, group attunement and a humorous denouement.

The psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu has said that groups are a dreamlike process: ‘Human beings go into groups as they go into dreams.’15 In terms of psychological dynamics, ‘the group is a dream … the group is linked to both wishes and defences’.16 The organizing image of a dream once at the centre of the group process made it easier for all to assent to the dreamlike nature of the group process. It made the group more lucid. Such cognizance of the dreamlike nature of the intersubjective space opens up avenues for stronger participation, deeper intimacy and reciprocity.

Of particular importance is what Stern et al. call the ‘moment of meeting’, in which the participants interact in a way that creates a new implicit, intersubjective understanding of their relationship and permits a new way-of-being-with-the-other. They write: ‘We view moments of meeting as the key element in bringing about change in implicit knowledge, just as interpretations are thought to be the key element in bringing about change in explicit knowledge.’17

It is worthy of note that the dream of the anger virgin was never interpreted by one individual, but rather the sharing may have precipitated such a ‘moment of meeting’ when anger finally flowed outwards and as a group we began to create new patterns of relation and build new capacities for handling intense emotions. After that time our group never ‘felt’ the same. Just as with virginity, a form of innocence was lost but on the other hand, experience on how to deal with strong emotion was gained.

With this example, I tried to show how dreams could offer ‘a way in’ to an intimate process, fostering a ‘moment of meeting’. Not in all settings would dreams be received like mine was. Dream sharing in a professional setting can be a transgressive act. It can even be a risky exercise (how many times, because of my interest in dreams, was I looked at as someone with an esoteric penchant!). But it can be extremely valuable in the right context where group members rightly perceive interiority and group process as co-mingling and co-emerging.

Culture-Pattern Dreams and Intimacy

The second example deals with what the phenomenon anthropologists call the ‘cultura-pattern dream’: a dream image that has acquired over time a particular shared meaning in a group and tends to emerge in specific individuals around fixed and well-delineated events. The context of the dream exemplifies not only that certain dreams are associated with known intersubjective interpretation, but that their emergence is tied to something more complex than cultural interpretive habits.

In the mid-1990s my wife and I were invited to give a talk on dreams to a group of psychiatrists and students at the main hospital in Denpasar, Bali. Our talk focused in part on cultural perceptions of dreams and was followed by an open exchange about Balinese beliefs on dreams. We were curious because a few days prior to this meeting we asked a Balinese about dreams and he said he would rather not remember his dreams. For him it was a great responsibility if he remembered dreams for he had to do something about them.

To the delight of all involved, the participants shared some of their personal stories around dreams. One of the common themes that emerged was about falling teeth. One senior psychiatrist had a dream about losing his teeth and the next day his mother died. Another shared a dream about falling teeth and a close relative died shortly afterwards. While in Western thinking, this might be considered a coincidence or even superstition, in Bali this pattern had true intentional force, and as a result, the Balinese tend not to take such dreams lightly. We gathered enough evidence in the room to come to the conclusion that for the Balinese, losing one’s teeth in dreams was prescient to death, injury or illness of a family member or a loved one.

For us to be part of this conversation had a certain irony or rather, a certain measure of synchronicity because of what had happened to us earlier that day. Prior to our talk, we stopped at the house of my dance teacher, Agus Partha, to let him know why I did not show up for the temple dance performance the day before: on our way to the performance, our two friends had a severe motorcycle accident. As a result we had to take care of them and seek medical help since they did not speak the language or know the culture. We did not have any way of contacting Agus. The particular dance I was to perform was part of a routine mask dance that Agus easily could fill for me. I felt very bad for not showing up and I had hoped that they did not wait for me too long to start the ceremony.

When we arrived at Agus’s house that morning, his face was filled with worry. As we apologized for not showing and explained our situation, his relief was palpable. He then proceeded to tell us that the night before the performance, he had a falling-teeth dream. We could not quite relate to his dreams, since we did not know yet about its prescribed meaning in Bali. He had been extremely worried. He began calling his family members and went door to door to those who lived close to him to make sure everyone was fine. Later, when he saw that I did not show up, he began worrying, thinking that something terrible must have happened to me.

Over the years, Agus and I had developed a special bond. Friends and family began to think of us as cross-cultural ‘twin brothers’. His family was the closest to us in Bali and during our visit, I was taken as a family member would practise dance with him daily. Agus’s worries about me were culturally appropriate. He was greatly relieved to see me but then he was still puzzled as to why he should have this falling-teeth dream. We then explained that our dear friends (who are very close to us) were seriously injured, and the accident could have been fatal. At that moment he immediately understood why he had had the dream and the case was closed.

The story became even more culturally entangled when we learnt that one of our friends who was severely hurt did not adhere to the Balinese cultural request of not entering temple grounds during menstruation. The night before her accident, Agus took all four of us to an important temple and several times mentioned the restriction on women entering the temple while menstruating, but our friend, thinking that she was a Westerner, did not pay attention. Agus had personally told me in private that he wished no bad luck befalling us and that he would be remiss not to remind me and (indirectly my friends) about the proscription. We learnt from her later that she was indeed menstruating when entering the temple!

I had read about culture-patterned dreams. I thought of these as a repertory of ‘frozen’ symbols, set by the culture, serving as a kind of mutual key for dream understanding. I must admit that it was altogether a different experience to be ‘entangled’ (in the good sense of the word) in such a pattern. I realized that in the case of the falling-teeth dream, the cultural pattern takes full effect not just as precognition. That would in effect divorce it from the fuller human context. Rather I had to contend that Agus’s dream emerged from a background of deep care that imbues the interpersonal field. By sharing his dreams, Agus was giving me signs of how much he cared for me (and by extension, for my own dear friends). From the other examples we received from the participants, such warning dreams seem mainly to occur within the family circle. Teeth-falling is a common theme in dreams and although we learnt later that the Balinese pattern is not unique, such interpretation cannot be just transposed to other cultures or individuals. More importantly, it appears that this dream pattern cannot be divorced from the ‘caring’ relationships that comes along with extended family living such as is found in the Balinese traditional context.

In reflecting further upon my teacher’s dream, I realize that this became a turning point in our relationship. It made no doubt in his mind that I was like family. In Asia, as in the West, there exist several layers of intimacy. Parallel to this, there is infinite degree of participation in another culture. My involvement with the Balinese as a Westerner had reached a point where I ceased to be only an outsider. I had become involved to the extent that I was dancing at temple ceremonies and important family rituals. That day, I realized that I had passed a threshold of the Balinese intentional world, to the point that its taboo was starting to affect me and those around me. My well being and that of my friends who were under my care in Bali was in turn impacting my teacher’s dreams. Hearing Agus’s dream shows me that the level of intimacy that I had taken for granted was something more profound than I had imagined, with the sweet-and-sour taste that caring and worrying brings along with it.

To Dream for Others

The third example is rather short and presents an amalgam of sorts between the two previous points about sharing and caring. It is drawn from an event that happened in class. As background, readers need to know that students were taught to engage in a dream incubation practice during which they formulate a personal intention before going to sleep.18 Elsewhere, I have drawn a parallel between dream incubation and intercessionary prayer, whereas both are means to focus one’s heart and mind towards some meaningful concerns.19 Beyond the didactic framework, students are free to engage in the practice according to their own needs and situation. As we previously noted, students in class are also encouraged to reflect on and experiment with intersubjective phenomena. For example, a subgroup decided to explore group synchronicities in their dreams over a given period during the course. This strengthened interpersonal bounds and led to an interesting discussion about the fluid boundaries of the mind and the nature of consciousness.

It is in this context that a student raised her hand to share an important experience. She mentioned during the week that she had engaged in dream incubation not for herself but for the benefit of her mother who had been suffering from a severe bout of insomnia. She did indeed have a dream the night before class. She did not share the dream but what had happened to her that day. More important than the dream, she received a call from her mother. While she was not aware of the student’s practice on her behalf, she had good news for her: she had had a good night’s sleep, her first one in a long time.

The student was elated but not in an excited manner, rather in a form of subdued enthusiasm. On the other hand, she shared that it was very important for her to tell her story to the group. This intervention stood out as a highlight of that evening drawing many positive reactions from others. She remained humble about the situation while at the same time, was clearly pleased at the sudden positive outcome for her mother and the degree of closeness that she felt that day between the two of them. It was as if she was offering her experience, playing at the edge of possibilities, for all to see and witness.

Hearing her story, I also became filled with sympathetic joy. As teachers, we never fully know how students will take on certain ideas and bring them into their life and be creative with them. In particular, once we cease to engage our dreams purely in terms of our personal life, other forms of altruistic motives can find meaningful expressions in our dream life.20 We may discover that dreams, as a subtle medium for consciousness, can serve as an evocative medium for altruism.

Conclusion

Intersubjectivity creates dynamic fields pregnant with potentialities. When we begin to engage these intersubjective fields consciously and with intention, we find that the full extent of mutuality is subject to the influence of beliefs, expectations and even our wishes. And like dreams, relationships are never totally constrained to those who partake in them. It is as if they have a reality of their own. Alongside our rational wish to understand and interpret the nature of relationships as they appear to us, we need to appreciate how the relational field is more than the sum total of individual agency. Something else, a kind of ‘third’ space is at play. Jung said that when two or more individuals truly meet, it is like a chemical reaction, both are transformed through shared interaction. And that which is transformed is implicated in something that is larger than self.

In this paper, I have attempted to show how intersubjective fields, imbued with different and complex emotions (our examples cover anger, care and solicitude) unfold in a particular way when dreams play a role in making these emotions inside the relationship in question explicit. This not only has implications on how we understand our own dreams or that of others (in therapy or elsewhere) but it may also help re-situate dream sharing as part of our social discourse. Extending Anzieu’s metaphor about groups, we could say that all relationships have a dreamlike quality. It also follows that the creative open-endedness of both dreams and relationships can be better understood in their complex interdependence.

One of the most important challenges of our time is for diverse individuals to learn to live together in relative harmony. Relational consciousness—the recognition of our deep interdependence—is the true frontier, the emerging global culture (beyond the entrapments of the market economies or the conformist zeal arising from religious or ideological movements). Interpersonal differences brought about by diversity can draw us out of the comfort of cultural uniformity, but the question remains as to the skilful manner in which this can best be done. This chapter suggests that dreams, in the way they make our private views of sociality explicit are a rich avenue for inquiry into the intersubjective field. Because dreams are in themselves a boundary phenomenon, a kind of revolving door at the edge of the private and the social, they may help usher a new set of relational skills. And these skills seem imperative in the establishment of a wider relational consciousness.

At the risk of sounding idealistic, I believe that psychology is only beginning to recognize the importance of the intersubjective dimension linked to dreams and dream work, and its potential in the exploration of relational fields beyond therapy. Dreams speak to our private as well as social and possibly our global concerns. They may help us become more familiar with our relational and cultural habits so that we can learn to enact them without compulsion, and hopefully for the betterment of not only the self but of others and of the community we inhabit.


Possible Worlds, Possible Selves: Dreaming and the Liberation of Consciousness

Tracey L. Kahan

‘Cognitive scientists, in particular, would do well to consider their bias toward waking cognition as the “pinnacle” of cognitive achievement. It is possible that dreaming cognition and consciousness surpass that of waking precisely because there are unlimited possible worlds and possible selves that can be represented in dreaming.’1

Beginnings

Many dream scholars come to the study of dreaming by way of curiosity about their own dreams and sleep. In my case, it was sleepwalking that brought me to the threshold of dream studies. When I was a child—between the ages of seven and ten—I regularly walked in my sleep, typically around my bedroom or into the living room. Sometimes I would awaken in the den guest bed, wondering how I arrived there. My mother would explain that an hour or so after she had seen me to bed, I had wandered into the living room (where she and my father held their nightly conversations) and asked to sleep in the den. I had no recollection of making these requests. Occasionally, I would sleepwalk down the street; a neighbour would find me on their doorstep and escort me home. Eventually, my nocturnal ramblings led my parents to put a lock high on the hall door so I could not leave the house. Ironically, it was these episodes of sleepwalking that initiated me as an explorer of the dream world—an oneironaut (to use Stephen LaBerge’s term).2 My sleepwalking episodes were preceded by the same (or similar) brief dream of running after a huge soap bubble suspended several feet off the ground and trying to catch it with a giant wand.3 With time, I came to recognize (during sleep) that the occurrence of this image indicated that I was about to sleepwalk. Sometimes I had no recollection whatsoever of the sleepwalking episode. Other times I could observe myself get out of bed and move about but I was unable to control my behaviour. Occasionally, I could persuade myself (again, during sleep) that I did not need to get out of bed and walk around and thus restrain myself from getting up. This intentional regulation (during sleep) of my sleepwalking was an early experience of multiple levels of awareness.4 I was a participant in an imagined experience (the dream of the soap bubble) and sometimes also in an actual experience (the sleepwalking episode). I was also an observer in that I could sometimes watch myself sleepwalking; it was also from an observer perspective that I recognized the soap-bubble dream as a trigger of my sleepwalking and eventually came to use this awareness to set (and fulfil) the intention of remaining in my bed. As I recall, I continued to have this dream for several years after I stopped sleepwalking, around age ten. I do not remember having the dream after the age of twelve or thirteen.

This capacity to maintain dual perspectives (participant and observer) also proved helpful in transforming another recurring childhood dream: of being chased by a tiger. In my efforts to flee, I would sometimes become so frightened that I would wake up (a typical nightmare experience—that is a high-anxiety dream from which one awakens).5 Other times, I could adopt an observer perspective in the dream and set intentions for my participant self regarding how better to escape the tiger. An early such escape strategy was to hop repeatedly, with each hop taking me progressively higher until I was beyond the tiger’s reach. In later episodes, I would run to the edge of a mountain or cliff, extend my arms as one would in a swan dive, push off and glide to safety. Finally, I was able to flee by simply raising my arms and intending to fly up and away. My intentions were not always fulfilled, however; if I failed to take flight and found the tiger upon me, I would again awaken in fright.

Because I found the sensation of flying in my dreams exhilarating and unlike anything I had experienced in my waking life, I began to experiment with flying whenever I thought I might be dreaming. Flying also became my preferred method of determining whether my current experience was a dream or an actual experience, a process termed state testing.6 When I wondered if I was dreaming, I would try and fly. If I could fly, I knew I was dreaming; if I was unable to fly, I assumed I was awake. Of course, in the latter case, my state testing often failed because an inability to fly did not necessarily mean I was awake!

Thus was my experience of multiple levels of awareness, intentionality and self-regulation in dreams launched, along with a now decades-long interest in what is possible in dreams and in how dreams may both reflect and expand our waking capacities.

The Relationship of Dreaming to Waking

Theories of the dreaming-waking relationship vary dramatically. Historically, the dominant view was that the dreaming mind is dissociated from the waking mind. William James, for example, asserted that a hallmark of the waking mind is the ability to reflect upon or evaluate ongoing experience (what Farthing termed reflective awareness) and that dreaming lacks this capacity.7 In a similar vein, Freud theorized that dreaming entails a regression to earlier developmental stages and to primary processes characterized by magical thinking, loss of ego control and irrationality.8 Many of the subsequent and highly influential dream theories that emerged from studies of dreaming in the sleep laboratory incorporated this ‘deficiency’ view of the dreaming mind without further investigation. Hence few dream researchers, with the notable exception of Sheila Purcell, Alan Moffitt and their colleagues took up the task of testing these claims empirically.9

In contrast to theories built upon the presumed dissociation between dreaming and waking, continuity theories of dreaming emphasize the carryover of waking experiences and cognitive skills into dreaming.10 The best-known version of continuity theory was originally proposed by Calvin Hall.11 Hall proposed that the content of one’s dreams reflects the dreamer’s waking-life interests, personality, activities and emotional concerns. A great deal of evidence has accrued in support of this claim.12

Continuity theory has also served as a framework for investigating the cognitive skills involved in dream generation. The basic proposal is that the same structures and processes involved in the construction of waking experience are involved in the construction of dreaming experience.13

Variations in cognition across dreaming and waking also occur. For example, consistent similarities and differences in high-order cognition have emerged across the several studies I conducted with Stephen LaBerge wherein we obtained roughly comparable samples of dreaming and waking experiences. Participants were interrupted during their dreaming and waking experiences and asked to write a narrative report of the experience. Participants also completed two questionnaires to assess the incidence of particular phenomenological features of the experience.14 Across studies, a consistent pattern of results has emerged. Several high-order cognitive skills were reported with comparable frequency for waking and dreaming experiences (e.g., focused attention and internal commentary—commenting to oneself about an ongoing event). Other cognitive skills showed greater variation across dreaming and waking experiences. For example, choice and reflecting on one’s own feelings were more often attributed to waking than to dreaming experiences whereas reflecting on the external environment was more often attributed to dreaming than to waking experiences.15

In short, the empirical evidence to date does not justify characterizing the phenomenology of dreaming and waking as wholly continuous or discontinuous across states or, for that matter, within states.16 A more nuanced conceptualization of the relationship between dreaming and waking experience is needed.17 Under what conditions do we see a strong relationship between one’s dreaming and waking experience and cognitive skills; under what conditions are these continuities less likely to be observed? What factors influence the extent of the overlap between dreaming and waking? The investigative enterprise suggested by these questions is critical to theories of dream function and also to general theories of consciousness and cognition; they go to the heart of how (and why) dreams are generated.

Dreaming ‘Continues’ Waking Experiences and Cognitive Skills

Waking-to-dreaming continuity, whether one focuses on similarities in the content of waking and dreaming experience or similarities in the operation of the cognitive or perceptual systems in waking and dreaming, is but one aspect of the reciprocal relationship between waking and dreaming. Continuity theory also has been invoked to account for ways in which dreaming experiences carry over into waking (dreaming-to-waking transfer).

One type of dreaming-to-waking transfer that has been well documented, both through anecdotal reports and in empirical research, concerns insights or solutions to problems in waking that arise in dreams.18 The anecdotal literature is rife with reports of dreams in which one improved an existing skill or gained insight in resolving a scientific problem or artistic challenge.19 Also, there is the evidence offered by noted dream researcher Rosalind Cartwright, from her work with individuals going through a divorce, in support of the claim that an important function of dreaming is emotional problem-solving.20

Another type of dreaming-to-waking ‘transfer’ occurs when a dream experience provides a lived experience of a ‘possible’ self or world that has not yet manifested in one’s waking life—and wherein this experience results in a shift in one’s waking cognition, perception, affect or behaviour.

A simple example are the novel sensations that occur in dreams such as breathing underwater or flying. I recall an early dream experience of breathing underwater, which happened to be in a lucid dream. I found myself under the surface of the ocean. Concerned that I was drowning, I grew fearful. However, when I realized I was dreaming, I relaxed and became curious. I recall wondering what it would be like to breathe underwater. I inhaled the water and found it viscous, glutinous—like inhaling and exhaling jello.21

Here, the sensations in dreaming differ dramatically from those of waking and, of course, could never occur in actual waking experience. Assuming that the dream and the associated sensations are recalled, one may consciously appreciate that the range of sensations available to human experience is much greater than previously assumed.

A more complex type of dreaming-to-waking transfer is possible when a dream involves multiple perspectives. For example, consider a dream in which a woman says cruel things to her lover while simultaneously evaluating this behaviour (in the dream). This dream involves dual perspectives: the first person, participant perspective of the person in the experience who is interacting with the lover, and the third-person, observer perspective of the one who is evaluating the participant’s experience. Because the observer has stepped away from the dream drama (so to speak), the observer’s perspective is potentially broader than that of the participant (who is caught up in experience). The observer may, for instance, evaluate whether the participant’s comments to the lover are achieving the desired effect (e.g., allowing the participant to feel better about herself even while she is causing the lover to suffer). From this more dispassionate perspective, the observer may direct the participant to alter her behaviour; for example, towards more compassionate words and gestures. If the participant does change her comments to the lover from cruel to kind, she may gain insight into her capacity to alter how she behaves in difficult situations. Again, assuming the dream experience is remembered upon awakening, this lived experience of a shift in one’s perspective has the potential to transform one’s waking self understanding.

Ernest Rossi on the Importance of Multiple Levels of Awareness in Dreaming

Ernest Rossi, in his theory of dreaming and psychological growth, emphasizes the transformative potential of this type of dreaming-to-waking transfer when he declares: ‘Dreaming provides us with an opportunity to facilitate the evolution of our consciousness and the creative change and transformation of our behaviour and personality’(emphasis added). 23

Dreaming is, according to Rossi, ‘an endogenous process of psychological growth, change, and transformation’24 (emphasis added). Of course, Rossi is not the only theorist to argue that dreams can transform one’s waking self-understanding and behaviour. Dream scholar Madhu Tandan notes that dreams ‘[permit] access to realms beyond the sensible world.’25 Tandan, as well as Kelly Bulkeley and Don Kuiken and his colleagues describe dreams that have transformed how an individual (or group) may shift their perspective of how the world is ‘constructed’.26 As Buddhist scholar Serinity Young notes: ‘Dreams can reveal to an individual insights so powerful that the concerns or realities of waking life are lost in the blinding light of this new awareness. Such a dream shapes their reality, shapes their understanding of the waking world.’27

What is unique to Rossi’s approach is his assertion that dreaming can facilitate psychological growth only if one develops multiple levels of awareness in the dream: ‘Self-reflection, an examination of one’s thoughts, feelings or behaviour, mediates the phenomenological shift from a state of being, represented by a self-image in the dream, to an expansion of awareness.’ 28

Or, as Rossi states in one of his core hypotheses: ‘Self-reflection facilitates a change in self-perception’ [Hypothesis 4].29 Rossi’s emphasis on high-order cognitive processes in dreaming as critical to personal transformation/psychological development is radical for several reasons.30 First, the dreaming process itself is seen as having transformative potential. Contrary to the theories of Freud and Jung, for example, the application of a system of dream interpretation to the dream content is not the critical element in personality or behavioural change. Second, Rossi’s emphasis on the capacity for multiple levels of awareness during dreaming contrasts with the view asserted by many other dream theorists that dreaming is inherently non-reflective and lacking in volition.31 In Rossi’s terms, multiple levels of awareness permit the development of new points of view or new frames of reference,32 a necessary step in effecting psychological change: ‘A person who is firmly fixed in one state of being, a person who exists in one dimension of awareness, cannot even see or think about himself.33

‘One needs to seek out and experience different levels or dimensions of awareness within one’s phenomenal world. When one is caught in the emotional turmoil of conflict one might learn to experience one’s identity at another level of awareness and thus resolve the turmoil at the lower level’34 [‘One must learn to use a vantage point on one plane of awareness to resolve problems on another.’ op. cit.]

Rossi then discusses the conditions necessary for psychosynthesis, defined as ‘the integration of two or more states of being or awareness to create a new aspect of identity’: ‘(T)he breaking out of the limitations of an old frame of reference … results in the generation of conflict with the older views and norms that made up the individual’s identity. To resolve these conflicts, the individual must now consciously engage himself in the psychosynthesis of broader patterns of meaningfulness and identity’(emphasis added).35

According to Rossi, ‘The dreamer must have some form of awareness within the dream of the significance of the synthesis of the different self-images, otherwise the union between them is strictly a function of the autonomous process, it is not under the dreamer’s control’36 (emphasis added).

Personality transformation occurs in the dream, not solely or primarily as a result of waking reflection upon the dream as would occur in psychotherapy or dream analysis: ‘The dreamer must actively participate within the dream to integrate the new.’37

Thus, although waking analysis or reflection upon the dream may help promote the full integration of one’s prior and new frames of reference, such post-dream analysis is not a prerequisite for this psychosynthesis.

As evidence of this transformative potential of dreaming and the necessity of multiple levels of awareness in dreaming for this transformation, Rossi describes a series of dreams reported by one of his clients (Davina): ‘One of Davina’s earliest dreams (Dream 6) ended with a stark white figure that looked like her melting into her, but there was no awareness within the dream of the significance of this union or any effort on her part to bring it about. She does not report any changes in herself as a result of this dream. In a later dream (Dream 10), however, she was very much aware that her domestic and passionate sides were “both in need of each other’s talents” and she made an active effort to synthesize them (“we hugged, embraced, shook hands”).’38

What conditions promote psychosynthesis in the dream? We now face several important questions related to the transformative potential of dreaming. First, under what conditions is psychosynthesis most likely to occur within a dream? Must one have already well-developed waking skills in reflective awareness, self-monitoring or self-regulation? Must one set a waking intention related to cognitive-behavioural change that he or she carries into the dream experience? Must one be willing to change their cognition and behaviour (e.g., when one’s old frames of reference aren’t ‘working’). And, perhaps, most important, does it matter whether the psychosynthesis occurs during the dream or during waking?

With respect to the general capacity for higher-order cognition in dreaming, it is notable that (even) ordinary dreaming may be characterized by the same range and similar incidence of high-order cognition39 including when compared with comparably sampled waking experience.40 Other studies have shown that these high-order cognitive skills can be further developed via waking intention, attention, practice and increased motivation to work with dreams.41

Individual and cultural differences are likely to emerge as among the strongest influences on the degree of overlap in the features of ‘typical’ dreaming and waking experience.42 There are cultural variations in how closely related dreaming and waking experiences are and in how consequential dreaming is assumed to be for waking experience. Many indigenous cultures see dreaming as pointing towards the future—certain people (e.g., shamans) are invested with the responsibility, practices and authority to translate the dream into prescriptions for future behaviour.43

With respect to individual difference factors likely to contribute to variations in the strength of the relationship between dreaming and waking experience, dream scholars would do well to consider:

	individuals’ interest in dreaming and motivation to recall or to explore their dreams; the greater the interest, the higher the dream recall frequency, the more complete the dream reports and assessments, and the greater the likelihood of completing the research.44
	whether individuals have cultivated the skills of focused attention, especially in monitoring their subjective experience and in noticing the phenomenal qualities thereof; how motivated/interested they are in their subjective experience.45 Purcell et al., for example, found that those who experienced lucid dreams during the study reported greater carry-over of dreaming to waking.46
	whether the investigation concerns ordinary dreaming or the more unusual forms of dreaming, variously described as ‘intensified’47 (e.g., nightmares, lucid dreams), ‘impactful’ dreams48 (e.g., existential dreams), or ‘archetypal (“big”)’ dreams.49
	whether the dreamer is reporting dreams in the context of a psychotherapeutic process that includes/values dream interpretation as an aspect of cognitive-behaviour change.50


The influence of these (and other) individual difference factors argues for studying dreaming in the context of the dreamer’s waking life, including his or her experience (and interest in) dreaming, dream recall, dream analysis and, of course, in relation to the individual’s waking experience.

Extending Rossi’s Model of Dreaming and Psychosynthesis

Why might it matter whether the insight (shift in frame of reference) occurs in dreaming or in waking? Several studies show that we often do not question unusual events in our dreams and that our reality-testing skills are not fully engaged during dreaming.51 This greater willingness to accept the unusual could allow one to become fully immersed in, explore and experience novel selves or worlds beyond what is available during waking.52 On the other hand, the transformative potential of dreaming may be more profound in lucid dreaming, where one is aware that the experience is occurring within a dream.53 In a lucid dream, one may ‘test’ the hypotheses about what is possible and thereby experience greater potentialities for the self and the world while also gaining insight into the constructed nature of the self and the world.54

What of the evidence? As we well know, interest in dreaming has inspired widely contrasting, even contradictory theories of dream construction, function and meaning. For those of us working within the scientific paradigm, theorizing is only part of the investigative enterprise; the other critical activity is the empirical testing of hypotheses derived from theory.55 Thus, we are now compelled to take up the question of what would constitute valid evidence for Rossi’s (or other theorists’) claims concerning dream process or function.

Like many dream theorists working within a clinical framework, Rossi uses a series of dream reports from one of his clients (Davina) as evidence for his model of psychological transformation. For a scientifically oriented epistemology, however, case studies alone are not sufficient as evidence of hypothesized psychological change processes. What additional data sources are required to confirm the validity of Rossi’s claims regarding the transformative potential of multiple levels of awareness in dreaming? We already have taken note of research showing that ordinary dreaming includes high-order cognition, including reflective awareness, and that these skills may be further developed through the application of waking intention and attention to dreaming. However, it is much more difficult to obtain empirical evidence of the time-course of these insight and integrative processes to establish that psychosynthesis (the integration of new with old frames of reference) occurs during dreaming. Identifying the factors critical to cognitive-behavioural change is difficult under the best of conditions; tracking these change processes in dreaming is even more daunting given the methodological challenges inherent in the study of dreaming, not the least of which include: a) disagreements among investigators in how to define ‘dreaming’;56 b) the lack of control over the stimulus to dreaming;57 c) the fact that our primary data source (the dream report) is an indirect, incomplete and typically a solely linguistic representation of a multi-modal experience itself;58 d) the considerable disagreement on which level(s) of analysis to emphasize (or privilege): phenomenological, behavioural, neurophysiological.59

Potential Contributions from Cognitive Neuroscience

Recent work in cognitive neuroscience suggests that it may be possible to track psychological/behavioural change processes via obtaining converging measures of phenomenology, behaviour and neurophysiology. A converging measures approach requires that we make at least two a priori assumptions. First, it must be possible to sample and describe subjective experience in valid and reliable ways.60 Second, we must assume that ‘there is a physical counterpart to every subjective or psychological event’.61 With respect to the latter assumption, we are not required to reduce the subjective experience of dreaming, for example, to neurophysiology, as some would have us.62 As noted by Cacioppo and Tassinary, it is instead that ‘physiological responses are of interest to the extent that they may provide an index of a psychological process or state’.63

Much of the research in cognitive neuroscience utilizes a converging measures approach. An individual’s verbal report of subjective experience under particular stimulus conditions (e.g., seeing, remembering, imagining, performing a task) is correlated with the changes in brain activation associated with the tasks, as revealed through brain imaging techniques such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), evoked-potential mapping, or the more recently developed transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) technique.64

This converging-measures approach permits investigators to map, in close to real time, the relationship between dynamic neurophysiological processes, behavioural responses and, where human participants are involved, verbal reports. Recent studies using this converging measures approach have demonstrated the dramatic degree to which cortical structures and processes can be altered through experience (‘experience-dependent plasticity’).65 In other words, learning can alter the response properties of individual neurons in the primary visual cortex,66 hippocampus,67 or inferotemporal (IT) cortex.68 Learning also alters the response properties of groups of neurons in areas such as the fusiform face area (FFA) of the IT cortex69 and the motor cortex.70

Zipser et al., for example, used single-cell recording of individual neurons in V1 (primary visual cortex) of macaque monkeys to demonstrate that individual neurons responded to a line in an array only when that line was perceived as part of a figure.71 This differential response when the line was part of a figure (i.e., was meaningful) versus when the line was not part of a figure (i.e., not meaningful) occurred even when features that defined the figure (edges/boundaries) occurred outside that cell’s receptive field. This is termed ‘contextual modulation’—when stimulation outside of a neuron’s receptive field (which normally causes no response) affects the firing that occurs when stimulation is presented within the neuron’s receptive field’.72 Contextual modulation occurs via feedback from higher areas of the visual cortex; that is, through top-down processes.73 Thus, ‘perception is created by the nervous system both by “feed forward” processing that sends signals from lower areas like V1 towards higher areas and also by feedback that sends signals from higher-level areas to earlier areas in the visual system’.74 Studies of experience-dependent plasticity and contextual modulation are important to our discussion of the transformative potentialities of dreaming because they demonstrate the importance of top-down processes (context, expectation, meaningfulness, prior experience) in shaping neurophysiological responses.75 Especially provocative for theories of dreaming are studies showing that imagination and disciplined thought (e.g., meditative practice) alone can alter brain processes and structures in a manner analogous to waking experience.76

Looking to the Future

What the converging measures approach as practiced in cognitive neuroscience offers to the study of dreaming is the possibility of tracking, for example, the shift from singular to multiple levels of awareness and perhaps even to insight/integration of new and old frames of reference. Imaging techniques used in the study of waking cognition and emotion are sufficiently refined to demonstrate that awareness modifies the skill-learning benefits of sleep,77 that expectancy (of emotional versus neutral stimuli) impacts the deployment of attention,78 and that re-experiencing (episodic memory) and pre-experiencing (episodic future thinking) an event rely on similar neural mechanisms.79

With the advent of quality, cost-effective portable polysomnography (PSG) systems, it is now possible for investigators to acquire sleep data for sleep staging or spectral analysis without compromising the participant’s sleeping patterns or comfort over-much. Recent research on lucid dreaming reinforces the likelihood of identifying a reliable marker of self-reflective awareness of state (lucidity).80 Notwithstanding the fact that highly skilled lucid dreamers may themselves be more focused on personal or spiritual transformation than the ‘typical’ dreamer, researchers could more confidently map the psychophysiological and phenomenological changes associated with the development of multiple levels of awareness and insight.81

For example, how important is the setting of a waking intention to the process of transformation that Rossi describes? Intention and attention and a great deal of practice seem to be critical features in studies demonstrating experience-dependent plasticity.82 Yet, many have reported single, impactful dream experiences that shifted their self-understanding/self-in-world understanding sufficiently that they bring that insight into waking.83

Conclusion

Research in cognitive neuroscience is now revealing that plasticity is an intrinsic property of the human nervous system,84 and that even our thoughts and imagination, when well-practised, shape and re-shape the characteristics of our brains and neural functioning.85 The next leap is towards empirical support of the claim that dreaming experience offers similar opportunities to transform current patterns of neural and behavioural responses towards more adaptive current and future functioning. Gautama Buddha is said to have declared: ‘With our thoughts, we create the world.’ To this we would now add: ‘With our dreams, we create the world.’


Contemplating Lucid Dreaming: East–West Views

Fariba Bogzaran

Is it possible to lead a life guided by extraordinary dreams, just at the edge of waking comprehension? How does learning lucid dreaming impact our waking life? Would Eastern contemplative methods of approaching lucid dreams teach Western practitioners? Can awareness in dreams lift the barrier between illusion and wisdom? In this chapter, I attempt to explore these questions, taking a comparative East–West experience and view. First, I begin with an account of an early but transformative lucid dream experience that set the tone for my life’s work. I then follow with a brief East-West history of the field of lucid dreaming before offering types of experiences and phenomenological impact of lucid dreaming on waking life. Finally, I raise a paradox between the Eastern and Western approaches to this topic.

Awareness in Dreams through Personal Experience

My involvement with the practice of lucid dreaming first began with a series of spontaneous dream experiences at an early age. Although I had several memories of lucid dreaming as a child, one of the most impactful experiences occurred around age seven when I fell ill with a mysterious black fever. Quarantined in my room for almost six weeks, dreaming became an inner space for healing and spiritual exploration. My waking memories remain dim compared to what I remember of those lucid, hypnagogic and hypnopompic experiences. The continuous hours spent in a semi-hallucinating state where the dreaming overlapped with waking consciousness was at first frightening but soon it became a familiar place to learn, interact, experiment and play.

The central theme was facing death. A recurrent hypnagogic experience would haunt me every night. First, I witnessed bright colours and many beautiful imagery; then these fancy images would disappear into a dark space. I found myself standing on a high cliff surrounded by mountains, then I would fall into a dark abyss. This fall at first was followed by a series of ‘hypnagogic jerk’, a condition at the onset of sleep where the body shakes itself to awakening. I clearly remember the sense of dread I felt every night as I fell asleep knowing I might never wake up. Since this experience repeated itself and I consistently woke up every morning, I learned to trust the free fall, the darkness and the emptiness of the space. I then consciously opened my inner eyes and learnt not to be afraid of my inner worlds.

Sustaining the emptiness and darkness of the space soon opened doors to other aspects of the mind. To consciously surrender to and lucidly witness the hypnagogic experiences is often a challenge. However since the falling was recurrent into this twilight state, I learned to maintain a witnessing presence within the spontaneous arising of experiences. The free-falling soon turned into floating and transformed into moving from one landscape to another, morphing into complex interlocking images and colours. Every night I experienced some form of lucidity in my dreams where I learned to socialize with my dream characters and change events; but above all I felt I was being held by a loving space. The entrance into this space was first darkness, then opened into different appearances but eventually remained empty of any content, including my dream body. My consciousness was there held in a space of fullness as if within that space there were worlds within worlds, without known images, yet the sense felt was of a loving nature, expansive and spacious. Ironically, my parents hardly read to me while I was ill. I was left with my imagination. However, my mother’s recitation and chanting of a specific long healing prayer (a very long tablet) every night, gave me a strong sense that I was held in the grace of a divine presence and whatever happened I was going to be just fine. Whoever visited me, mainly a few elders in my family, chanted and recited prayers over me. Some with hopes of recovery, and others clearly lamenting, as if I was about to die. It is likely that it was this experience that unconsciously led me later to explore an in-depth research on the incubation of the divine in the lucid dreaming state.

As I describe this experience, insights and realization floods my consciousness in relation to this particular event. Studying contemplative practices such as mindfulness mediation helped me to connect to those mind spaces in lucid dreaming even later in life. Much of the Tibetan Buddhist text regarding ‘Great Space’ resonated with my experience.

‘When this space appears, there are no thoughts, no consciousness, no perception. The experience is completely silent, a “space” experience. And despite its peaceful quality, it may have a tremendously liberating impact.’1 Within such a space arises insight and wisdom. Learning awareness in this twilight state of dreaming is also practised within Tibetan Buddhist tradition of bardo (space in between). Although more known as the space between death and rebirth, bardo is the space between awareness and unawareness, ‘sanity or insanity, or the period between confusion and the confusion just about to be transformed into wisdom’.2

Could these extraordinary early experiences determine our life’s path? It was not a coincidence when a Hungarian shaman, Joska Soos, insisted on teaching me complex methods related to the practice of dying—a Phowa practice I continue refining with my Tibetan Buddhist teacher, Lama Tharchin Rinpoché. And how did I become so fascinated with hypnagogic experiences that I have made it the central teachings in any class I teach on dreams? But overall, a major realization is how every night while I fall asleep, I keenly practise dreaming and death-awareness practices. It is as if I am living the ancient Greek myth of being held constantly in the arms of Hypnos (the god of sleep) and his twin brother Thanatos (the god of death).

Fortunately I regained my health and went back to school but my experience of being in the classroom with other children changed. A major transformation had occurred inside of me. I became more of an observer, as if my waking reality now was also a dream. I suddenly felt older than the other kids. Something changed in me developmentally as a result of those experiences. By age fourteen I gravitated towards reading existential books and, except for one friend, I began relating to elders more than people of my age. Ironically, elders also felt comfortable being with me, which helped me develop lifelong friendships with incredible teachers and mentors. Could it be that dream awareness has potential to developmentally change our consciousness?

Later, as a young adult, my inquiry became more philosophical about dreams. I had two major questions that I wanted to spend my life exploring: If we die in our dreams, do we actually die? If we experience god in our dreams, would that experience differ from one person to another? Since the former question was a difficult one to research, I took upon myself to research the latter and made it a lifelong inquiry studying both scientific aspects of lucid dreaming in the laboratory and also the phenomenology of the spiritual dimensions of lucid dreaming.3

I was eventually guided to conduct scientific investigations about lucid dreaming with Stephen LaBerge and his team at the Lucidity Project. Observing participants having lucid dreams in the sleep laboratory was perhaps one of the highlights of my professional life. Using both quantitative and qualitative methods, I explored how dreamers experience the divine in their dreams. The cultivation of awareness in dreams has been for me an occasion for what some theorists call transpersonal experiences.4 These experiences have allowed me to exercise existential freedom as a person in exile, to develop psychologically and to explore the multidimensional nature of the self.

Entering the second half of my life, lucid dreaming continues to be a fertile ground and deep inquiry in terms of scientific interest, as a deep spiritual practice and in my teachings. I am keenly aware that some of my lucid dreams have served and continue serving as important inner teachers. I have also been aware of the paradoxical difference between Eastern and Western views regarding this topic. My cultural root is from the East and my studies have been steeped in Eastern philosophical perspectives. At the same time I was trained in the Western psychological and scientific system receiving my higher education in East–West psychology. I found the view between the two systems compelling. The brief history that I present tries to highlight how much the field of lucid dreams is impregnated by an East–West spirit.

Lucid Dreaming: A Brief History

The early history of the lucid dreaming practice is perhaps as old as humans paid attention to their dreams. In the West, mentions of lucid dreaming can be found in the writing of philosophers Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas, Thomas Reid, Pierre Gassendi5 and the first mention in Europe was in a letter written by St. Augustine of Hippo in 415 AD.6 Within the Eastern tradition, the Tibetan Buddhists have been practicing lucid dreaming as preparation for dying for centuries;7 Spanish mystic Sufi Muhyuddin Ibn Arabi (1165–1240) was known to have inquired into lucid dreaming8 and the 20th century Sufi master Pir Vilayat Khan advocated lucid dreaming as a spiritual practice.9

Perhaps the awareness of lucid dreaming in Western academic circles occurred with the publication of Marquis d’Hervey de Saint-Denys (1822–1892), a Sinologist who published Les rêves et les moyens de les diriger: observations pratiques (Dreams and the Ways to Direct Them: Practical Observations or often translated as Dreams and How to Guide Them). He documented more than twenty years of personal investigation into lucid dreams. Although working with dreams was not at the centre of his career, his book influenced and inspired many in the arts and literature including the surrealist André Breton. The name ‘lucid dreaming’ was coined by Dutch psychiatrist Frederick van Eden in 1913.

The topic gained popularity concurrently with the counter-culture movement of the 1960s and the 1970s. Within the academic circles the publications of Celia Green, (1968) and Charles Tart (1969) and in the general public publications by controversial anthropologist Ann Faraday (1976), Carlos Castaneda (1974), and Patricia Garfield (1976) set a tone that has continued to this day.10 Two publications that bridged the East–West views were written around this time: the first one by psychotherapist Scott Sparrow, Lucid Dreaming: Dawning of the Clear Light (1976) and the other by Garfield’s Pathway to Ecstasy (1979).11 Sparrow discussed Tibetan Buddhism while Garfield took a general Eastern comparative view. She sought to understand her dream experiences through the Chinese system according to the concept of Chi, a life-energy force; she introduced Buddhist meditation in relation to the practice of mandala making and she discussed the Tibetan and Hindu system of psychic centres of the body called a chakra (Sanskrit for ‘wheel’ or ‘disc’).

Lucid dreaming remained controversial within scientific circles until British researcher Keith Hearne and American researcher Stephen LaBerge provided laboratory evidence that a person, in the lucid dream state, is capable of communicating with the researcher through eye movements.12 However, scepticism continued until recently.13 A few international academicians took the chance to explore the topic through doctoral and master thesis research.14 The first scientific incubation study of lucid dreaming and spiritual experiences involved lucid dreamers with a large response (seventy-seven participants) and addressed that the potential for meaningful and existential inquiry into the nature of lucid dreaming is indeed available for whomever sets intention in that direction.15 Researchers studied transcendental meditation and communicated their findings on the effect of meditation and lucid dreaming.16

Parallel to the rise of popularity of lucid dreaming in the West, Tibetan Buddhist teachers began publishing and communicating to Westerners at large about dream yoga practice and dream awareness.17 For a very long time, such teachings were available only for serious Tibetan Buddhist practitioners. The turning point bridging the East and West view on lucid dreaming perhaps was the week-long dialogue between leading Western scientists and his Holiness Dalai Lama at Dharamsala, India in 1992. Paradoxes in the East and West became clear on viewing and exploring this topic. Within the Tibetan Buddhist practice, lucid dreaming is used to illuminate the mind and to prepare it for death. Controlling the dream is practised for generating subtle dream body to eventually accomplish the ‘clear light of dreams’ and to recognize the ‘clear light of death’.18

Tibetan Buddhist scholar and translator Alan Wallace (1999) has been at the forefront of the efforts to build a bridge between East–West philosophical thought.19 He is currently training practitioners on a particular mediation discipline called Samatha (quiescence, calm abiding) and using scientific methods to study its long-range impact on practitioners. Wallace emphasizes that Samatha is not bounded to a particular religious practice. ‘Such attentional training is found to varying extents in many of the contemplative traditions throughout history, including Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity and Sufism. It may be understood as a ‘contemplative technology’ that has been used in diverse ways by people holding widely different philosophical and religious views’.20 The practice of samatha leads to awareness in dreams. Every serious lucid dream researcher I know eventually looks into the wisdom of the ancient traditions for inspiration and to better understand the possibilities of lucid dreaming.

With the rise of Internet information, several international websites are now dedicated to the research and exploration of lucid dreaming and mainstream books advocating this practice.21 Dream awareness is no longer a small East–West dialogue; it is now a global phenomenon. If in the 1980s there was a small movement around lucid dreaming through Lucidity Association and its publication Lucidity Letter, in particular Lucidity (1991), today there is a major surge through the Internet.22 Even if the excitement is here, when it comes to sustaining dream awareness and setting intentions, learning self-reflectiveness prescribed by contemplative practices seem to be an essential ingredient in this practice. The recent study by Elizabeth Boerger showed 94 per cent of college students attempt to control their dreams; however, she concluded that even if the young adults have cognitive theory of dreams, it ‘does not provide evidence that they are familiar with the metacognitive and self-reflective aspects of lucid dreaming’.23

Dimensions of Lucidity

The variety of experiences has been reported to be subject to individual variation in lucid dreaming and that the waking personality can choose to be involved in levels of dream complexities.24 To teach students a gradual step to dimensions of lucidity, an integral and East–West approach grounds the experience. Scientific knowledge about the field and understanding of the architecture of one night of sleep, at the same time learning self-reflectiveness in waking and dreaming is essential in this practice. Motivation and intentionality becomes the core of the discipline. The following integrative model of choosing common occurrences and experiences in lucid dreams offers students a map of awareness and possibilities in dreams.

	Participant observer: The dreamer is engaged in activities in a dream and suddenly or gradually becomes lucid. While participating in the dream activity the dreamer witnesses the experience.
	Witness: The dreamer withdraws herself from any action and takes a passive role by witnessing the spontaneous natural emergence of events.
	Interaction: The dreamer deliberately chooses to actively pursue the dream and interact with the dream environment, objects and dream characters.
	Therapeutic: The dreamer chooses to work with certain emotional or psychological issues such as nightmares, relationship concerns and other emotional issues.
	Visualization: The dreamer uses the lucidity as a form of visual animation. For example, the dreamer visualizes an artwork and witnesses its morphology. The dreamer might use these imageries to create art on waking.
	Creative action: The dreamer chooses to use the freedom of the dream for creative acts. Actions that might be impossible in waking are yet possible in dreaming.
	Meditation: The dreamer uses lucid dreaming as a ground for meditation practice while observing the mind observing itself and witnessing spontaneous emergences.
	Intention: The dreamer sets an intention in her lucid dream. This intention is carried out in two ways:


	Intention followed by action: The dreamer sets an intention and chooses the direction of the dream to carry her intention—for example, wanting to look for a friend in another country. In the dream, the dreamer decides to fly or intends herself to be in that particular country and then seek the friend.
	Intention followed by surrender: The dreamer sets an intention but awaits an emergence. For instance, the dreamer intends to experience god; so she sets the intention and observes how the dream unfolds.


	Parapsychological experiences: The dreamer either spontaneously or intentionally sets out to explore astral projections, out-of-body experiences or sets an intention to visit deceased relatives.
	Spiritual or philosophical quests: The dreamer uses the experience to carry out intentions of a spiritual nature, asks philosophical questions and awaits spontaneous emergence.
	Transformation: The dreamer transforms objects, self and others to convey that the dream is part of the illusion of the mind.


Research and first-person accounts show that in lucid dreaming, different levels of intentionality can be carried out, such as transforming a self-image, ego splitting;25 spiritual experiences;26 meeting the deceased;27 witnessing,28 entering hyperspace;29 healing,30 and encountering inner light.31

In the first level of lucid dream experiences, the dreamer desires to perform those exciting experiments which are impossible to do when awake: flying or diving in air, breathing underwater or seeking personal gratification. As the lucid dreamer becomes more skilled in the practice, other intentions follow, drawing the dreamer to explore the nature of the dreaming mind. Some lucid dreamers focus their entire practice in asking existential questions, the search for meaning and in developing skills to explore the subtle realms of the great spaces of the mind. Perhaps lucid dream practice is one of the most compelling states of consciousness to examine the multiplicity and multi-dimensionality of the dreaming mind.32

Lucid dreaming can lead to experiences that are considered spiritual: such as encountering a personalized spiritual figure or entering into spaces of the mind with non-representational imagery and unknown territories.33 Some of these extraordinary experiences, because of their special or ‘energetic’ nature (for lack of a better term), are often categorized as ineffable. Among them are phenomena of inner light or void. Such experiences are in resonance with Vajrayana Buddhist literature on foundation consciousness on emptiness, awareness and clear light. His Holiness Dalai Lama, in reference to these experiences comments: ‘Clear light is called the foundation, or literally foundation of all, because it is the foundation of both the cycle of existence and of liberation … through spiritual practice this clear light will be transformed into the mind of enlightenment.’34

An effective metaphor for such a state of consciousness is used by contemporary Sufi teacher Faisal Muquaddam who developed the Diamond Logos teachings. He uses the metaphor of a chandelier to teach how each of the multifaceted crystals in a chandelier can be seen as different dimensions of the mind.35 This metaphor can be used for lucid dreaming. Often the attachment is to one prism of inner light with its incredible invocation of experience while not knowing there is an entire chandelier to light. Even the lighting of the entire chandelier still might not be the end as the fully awakened consciousness can open to multi-faceted dimensions of the mind beyond one’s comprehension. Such practices are invoked within a context of particular teachings, and are not given casually.

With the challenge of communicating transpersonal aspects of lucid dreaming, I have had to rely on ‘visual methodology’ and research rather than verbal description.36

Lucid Dreaming, Lucid Waking

Lucid dreaming can be seen as a form of spiritual practice. Within Tibetan Buddhism the instruction on the ‘Intermediate State of Dreams’, or ‘Yoga of Dream-State’, which includes daytime and night-time practice, is an integral part of the spiritual practice).37 This practice has several important implications. The practice can impact and challenge habitual patterns, perception, core beliefs and assumptions. Lucid dream practice can facilitate flexibility, creativity and bring new perspective into dreamers’ lives. Such practice can bring growth of consciousness and heighten waking awareness. One of the goals of lucid dream practice is to become more aware of the dreamlike nature of waking consciousness. Ultimately, lucid dream practice is to enhance lucid living and lucid waking.

The concept of practising lucid dreaming for lucid living brings the totality of the experience of the individual into a continuity of experience within dreaming and waking. In every graduate course I teach on lucid dreaming, students participate in some form of research about their experience. I incorporate the findings into the lectures for the next teachings. Every study always includes how lucid dreaming impacts waking life. The following accounts are from a course in lucid dreaming taught within the past decade. Fifteen graduate students from the School of Holistic Studies at John F. Kennedy University attended the course, learned lucid dreaming and observed their daily lives. The following is a thematic description of students’ experiences collected while they were learning to practise lucid dreaming.

	‘Increased dream recall, motivation and passion for lucid dreaming.’
	‘Seem to be more conscious during the day and in my meditation. I seem to be more present and attentive.’
	‘I am paying more attention. I get a feeling of accomplishment.’
	‘More integrated. Less separated between states of consciousness.
	‘Gained more lucidity on waking.’
	‘Reality check helped me to not let things go by and realize who I was.’
	‘In waking, things are much more vivid. Ordinary objects take on a dreamlike quality. I enjoyed the days and nights because I am more aware of each aspect of them. During the day being lucid adds whole other dimensions to my life.’
	‘I see my waking life being more dreamlike. I have also noticed that I have trouble distinguishing if what I dreamt was an actual occurrence.’
	‘My life slowed down enough to just sit and gaze out the window.’
	‘The colours seem more beautiful when you take the time to see them.’
	‘Much more awareness of dreams and realization that I have been in these landscapes before.’
	‘My dream life is becoming more intense and I feel more connected to myself and my waking life.’
	‘Increased perspective. It has explained various aspects of my dream life.’
	‘I am more aware in waking of physical details, emotions and relationship interactions. In sleeping I am much more aware of different qualities and types of dream experiences.’
	‘Life is brighter!’


The most common theme that emerged from the description of students’ experiences was that learning lucid dreaming brought more awareness in their waking. These students learned lucid dreaming within the framework of Western science, East–West history, and Eastern philosophical view in contextualization the practice by focusing on intention, pure motivation, meditation practice and reverence.

Intentionality and the East–West Paradox

Often the initial intention of students of lucid dreaming is to ‘do’ something in their dreams. When students learn lucid dreaming as a practice of awareness, they exercise ‘being’ in the dream and allowing the dream to spontaneously emerge. It is having this capacity that within the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, it is required that practitioners first learn basic meditation skills. In certain traditions, a strict regimen is required to follow the teacher’s lineage. For example, in the Dudjom Tersar lineage of the Vajrayana tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, in order to learn about the complexities of the mind and teachings on Dzogchen (Great Perfection), students need to complete their preliminary practice of Ngondro (outer and inner practice), which consists of receiving transmissions from a qualified teacher, elaborate visualization meditations and postures, prostrations, taking refuge, Bodhicitta (developing the mind of awakening), mandala offering (to accumulate merit and wisdom), Vajrasattva (to purify all past negative karma), Guru Yoga (direct transmission from the Guru’s mind [Great Mind to yours] and be familiar with the practice of Phowa [preparation for death]).

There is great wisdom in such elaborate preparation, both physical and mental, to explore different levels of the mind. Even if few teachings of dream yoga are available for Westerners to study, the context is important. In different retreats that I have attended throughout the years with various masters of Tibetan Buddhism, I have observed how teachers treat the subject for Western students, in particular if the audience is not experienced or involved in Tibetan Buddhist practice. In one four-day retreat on the topic of dream yoga, the teacher did not address even one method; instead, he spent the entire time teaching about attitude, pure motivation, reverence, faith and intention. Within the Tibetan Buddhist tradition such preparation for teachings are common and acceptable, a far cry from the instrumentality of Western workshops.

The Tibetan Buddhist teachers emphasize more the context than the ‘thing itself’. Within Western teaching, this approach is not customary and it is up to the teacher to include context. In addition, students expect the teachers to convey techniques in induction and application. More importantly, the teaching of lucid dreaming within Tibetan Buddhist tradition is a form of skill in order to transform the ‘stuff of the mind’. Within the Western tradition, controlling a dream is of great controversy as dreams are often viewed psychologically, and somehow controlling the unconscious has been frowned upon.

In my own personal experience, I learnt very quickly the wisdom of the Eastern tradition while exploring lucid dreaming through incubation methods. Although I was a young scientist trained in the West with many years of experience in the topic, there was an inner realization that engaging with such a research required more in-depth self-exploration and contemplation. I withdrew myself into an individualized semi-retreat for over two years to research and incubate the nature of lucid dreaming through rigorous meditation practices. The experience was life changing for me, and some of the participants in my study also had major revelations and transformation in their lives by setting spiritual intentions in lucid dreaming.38

The research continues to inspire other researchers; however, not all invocation of lucid dreaming can result in positive outcome, thus one has to be prepared to work through them—a foundation learned in many meditation practices or psychological work. An example could be seen in a research by Ryan Hurd.39 He set an intention of having lucid dreams in which he would find a ‘portal’ to observe what arises in his consciousness spontaneously. He soon discovered that not only did his mind presented intricate beautiful imageries and experiences, it also presented negative emotions. He experienced disturbing dreams and began working with lucid dream nightmares. Often lucid dreaming is an application for working with nightmares rather than having lucid dream-causing nightmares! His study was an example of how the mind can present its complexities whether the dreamer is ready for it or not. Painter Gordon Onslow Ford wrote, ‘The painter on the way to exploring the inner worlds is pursued by demons and is likely to paint them. Overcoming [inner] demons and seeing through them offers an opportunity for a growth of consciousness. Face the demon and see what happens’).40 Hurd is now dedicated to studying nightmares induced by lucid dreams. Another graduate student, despite my warning him, set an intention to be in ‘the land of the dead’, as a sheer curiosity, in his lucid dream. Throughout his experiment he had very disturbing dreams and was visibly uncomfortable with the outcome. He decided to change his intention. Hungarian shaman, Joska Soos, warned about the dangers of entering into particular experiences within lucid dreaming prematurely, without having proper grounding.41

In learning lucid dreaming, there is no prerequisite bound to any particular religion, context or moral ethics. This is also seen within media when context is not favoured to giving sets of quick instructions. The East–West differences regarding this topic lead us to ask the following questions: What kind of mental, emotional and psychological preparation is required to practise lucid dreaming? Is there a particular wisdom behind the Tibetan Buddhist practice to instruct mental preparation before exploring the depth of the mind?

In two different panel discussions at the International Association for the Study of Dreams conference in 2007, long-time lucid dreamers, teachers and authors Ken Kelzer, Scott Sparrow, George Gillespie and I described our transpersonal experiences in lucid dreams and its impact on our daily lives. During our years of deeply exploring this practice, we had pure motivations and were also involved in intense spiritual inquiry and practices. As a result we had a series of spontaneous and induced spiritual experiences in lucid dreaming. These experiences served as a form of self-inquiry or ‘vision quest’ and a way to advance our spiritual practice. However, it became very clear that as much as our lucid dreams were life transforming, the reintegration to daily life was not as easy. We all had the privilege of time and space to integrate and assimilate the experiences and collectively, we agreed that invocation of transpersonal experiences in lucid dreaming is more desirable under proper context. For this very reason within every contemplative practices, there are particular retreats so that the practitioner can experience, assimilate and learn tools to integrate the experience.

In the past thirty years, research is showing that study of lucid dreaming cognitively, psychologically, emotionally and scientifically is a valuable avenue to explore the nature of the mind. Perhaps contemplative practices, whether from the East or the West, can be helpful to ground the experiences. Setting pure motivation, intention, gaining self-reflective consciousness through meditation such as vipassana (insight into the nature of reality); samatha (calm abiding); TM technique (Transcendental Meditation) can assist in bringing about the appropriate skills and integrating the experience. If illusion and wisdom rises through the same mind, perhaps an ongoing practice of self-reflectiveness teaches us to dissolve the illusion and to integrate wisdom. Whether in waking, dreaming and lucid dreaming the illusory appearance of the ‘stuff of the mind’ is continuous, but perhaps with grounding practices and dream awareness we can slowly dust off the inner crystal prisms to illuminate the chandeliers of the mind.


The Way Leads through Yourself to beyond Yourself: Dreaming in a Himalayan Monastery

Madhu Tandan

At the age of eighteen I was fairly confused about what I wanted to do with my life. It was then that I met my teacher, Sri Madhava Ashish, an English aircraft engineer-turned-Hindu monk. After a thirty-six-hour journey, the bus dropped me at a sleepy village in the Himalayan foothills, where the last stretch to his remote hermitage was a forty-five-minute walk up a steep mountain track.

In the evening by the light of an oil lamp, with the dark stillness of the mountains enclosing us, I asked him, ‘What should I do with my life? What direction should I take, and how will I know?’

He surprised me by saying, ‘If you like, record your dreams. They will tell you what to tackle first.’

‘But I don’t remember my dreams,’ I said.

‘You will if you pay attention to them. Keep a notebook next to your bed and jot down whatever you remember in the morning.’

At that time his suggestion to record my dreams did not mean much to me. But a few months later I recalled a dream with absolute clarity because it was so frightening. I wrote to my teacher about it and his analysis of it stunned me. He accurately pinpointed something long buried within me that needed to be confronted. Only, I had to agree to do so.

A few years later, my husband Rajeev and I decided to uproot ourselves from our urban life and stayed with Ashish in his monastery for seven years. Throughout my association of twenty years with him, I took as many dreams as I could remember to discuss with him.

Besides other ways of understanding dreams, Ashish believed and taught that they are also a tool that can be used for self-inquiry in the disciple’s journey to explore the source of consciousness. They are the switch-points that allow a two-way view of the outer and inner realms. Initially, the inner led only to the compulsions that ride desire. He, however, felt that another awareness exists, beyond the empirical personality, more interiorized than drives and discharges and unconscious forces. This awareness could be discovered through dreams. On such a journey, different types of dreams are traversed that increasingly step away from the personal and allow glimpses of a state of consciousness that can only be described as awareness, mindfulness or just witnessing. This is not a faraway realm, divorced from the everyday but is actually at the heart of it. Like a hole in the paper is both in the paper and yet not of paper, so is this state in the centre of the conscious self and yet beyond it.1

At one level dreams explore the entire field of human consciousness and at another level, they ask you to go beyond it. Perhaps the dreaming mind’s most powerful yet inscrutable face is its metaphysical one, where it asks questions whose answers seem to go far beyond the inner and outer life of the individual. It directs the dreamer’s gaze to the root and source of human consciousness. I had a dream which encapsulates this.

I’m sitting for an examination, and the invigilator hands me the question paper. I realize this is no ordinary examination—it is a life exam. The first question is: what is your gravest doubt in life?

I answer, ‘My doubt is that nothing is permanent. Everything changes. Today’s pleasure is tomorrow’s sorrow; despair turns to hope, health to illness, love to indifference. In this constant flux what is permanent?’

I continue to write in this vein for some time, and then feel that I need to get on to the next question, since time is running out. Even though I have not completed my answer, curiosity compels me to turn the page over and look at the next question. In rather bold letters it asks: who are you?

I realized it would take me time to understand the full import of the dream. The question in the dream was very similar to the central teaching of the great south Indian sage Ramana Maharishi. He believed that the best way to realize the true nature of the self was through an assiduous enquiry centred on the question: who am I?

The dream made me acutely aware of my gravest doubt, preparing the ground for the next question to be faced. If everything changes, if all is in a state of flux, then my quest for permanence can be answered only by knowing who I am.

On the face of it, not knowing who one is seems ludicrous. Yet I knew it was not a trivial question but an enquiry into my essential identity. In the days that followed I realized how difficult the question was. No matter how much I cogitated on it, I was confronted with inadequate answers. If I addressed the question by my gender (woman), or my roles (wife, daughter, writer), or by abstract personal qualities (empathetic, extroverted, impractical), no satisfactory answers were forthcoming.

It seems that I am something more than my body, more than my desires and fears, more than the mind with all its thoughts and creativity. I may think that the sum of my personality traits, my thoughts and my emotions define who I am, but in essence that is still not ‘me’, for when I am asleep they are not in evidence, yet I still am. Furthermore, my thoughts and emotions constantly change; my body undergoes changes; my personality traits change; so how can I search for an answer based on ever-changing attributes? There has to be a permanent ‘someone’ to whom these changes occur. Who is that ‘someone’, the unchanging ‘I’—the source of consciousness?

One way of discovering this unchanging ‘I’ is through lucid dreaming. With its paradoxical dual context of being both awake and asleep at the same time, it forces the question: what is dreaming? Extend the inquiry and another question: arises: what does it mean to be awake? Through the millennia mystics have probed this awake–asleep boundary in their attempt to discover what consciousness is in itself. Consciousness, according to them, has two aspects—its contents and a ‘knower’ of these contents. The two are not the same and different schools have devised methods to perceive this separateness. G.I. Gurdjieff, for example, teaching in Paris during the first half of the twentieth century postulated that we are all ‘asleep’, and to be ‘awake’ meant to be aware of the knower; unawareness of the knower amounted to being asleep.2 This state of awakeness is made possible only by cultivating ‘a continuous sense of “self-remembering” in the midst of everyday settings, where otherwise we lose ourselves and forget that we are alive’.3 The Buddhists call this waking up mindfulness. Hindu Advaitic thought maintains that the conclusions drawn from the contents of consciousness (sense perceptions) are unreliable. To ascertain what is real we would have to step beyond the states of empirical existence and penetrate to the knower (pure consciousness).

My personal enquiry in this direction is grounded in my seven-year stay in Ashish’s monastery. He believed consciousness is not ultimately reducible to physical or to cognitive processes. Nor is it amenable only to third-person exploration. It can be known best only if you dig at one place—within yourself, by observing yourself at all times. After watching thoughts, watch yourself watching the thoughts. This would make familiar an awareness4 that participates in life, but through which you can also become aware of the knower.5 With the practice of watchfulness the ubiquitous ‘I’ separates into an ‘I’ that participates in experience and another ‘I’ that observes the participation. The normal identification is with the participating ‘I’ but self-remembering initially helps to focus on the observer. Shorn of all identifications, the disciple’s attempt is to rest in the knower. The journey then becomes a process of trying to ‘awaken’, the knower; its discipline and practice an attempt to identify and weed out all that blocks the path.

Constant watchfulness would help centre the disciple beyond the personality. The mirror of dream would unravel the complexities of the emotional nature to reveal identifications that stand in the way of becoming aware. In these efforts meditation becomes the chief tool to identify the knower. It attempts to stop the internal chatter of thoughts—the contents of consciousness—in order to discover what lies beyond them. However, the attempt to quieten the mind may present its own set of difficulties. ‘If the mind is full of repressed psychic content, it will not come to rest of its own accord. As soon as the waking focus relaxes, the repressed content leaps out and projects itself to appear as if objective’6 as the following shows.

Nirmala came from a large orthodox family in which her brothers enjoyed considerable freedom while it was expected that she and her sisters would restrict themselves to the home.7 It was but natural that Nirmala yearned for similar freedom. After hearing about a woman artist who was able to live independently Nirmala started to fantasize that she would one day become an artist. Emboldened, she started to paint. In due course she was married and her marital circumstances afforded her the leisure to pursue her interest in painting.

The passage of years saw both husband and wife take initiation from Ashish. Nirmala’s dreams showed that her fantasy of being an artist needed attention. However, despite Ashish’s urging her to pay attention to this aspect, Nirmala preferred, instead, to enthusiastically pursue meditation. One day while meditating, she saw a ghost in the room. Needless to say, she was terrified of this apparition. It was the ghost of a female artist. It was months before Nirmala dared to meditate again.8

Repeatedly Ashish stressed that no experience is to be rejected; every experience has to be part of the effort towards self-awareness. There will then be nothing hidden, nothing to be feared or to be ashamed of. ‘The Spirit encompasses everything, from its own numinous calm to tumultuous action, from high seriousness to dirty jokes, from celibate asceticism to passionate expressions of sexuality.’9 However, aspirants often draw a divisive line, labelling certain aspects of their nature as ‘bad’ or ‘lower’. These aspects need to be confronted and integrated. An example:

I am worshipping the deities with aarti (lighted wicks in a metal container) in one hand and a hand-bell in the other. Suddenly, the hand-bell stops ringing because the central gong has got stuck to the side. Several women devotees start running in panic and the act of worship comes to a stop. Then I find myself telling Kamla [his wife] that my mother is sick, no doubt, but she has not died.10

The central gong is an obvious male sexual symbol and in the dream it has stopped functioning. We may surmise from this that sexual inhibitions are marring the dreamer’s emotional life. He tells Kamla that his mother is sick, giving the vital clue that his identification with the mother is the cause of his inhibition. In fact, his mother died long ago but the dream informs him that she continues to live in his unconscious.

It would be, however, incomplete if the dream’s meaning were restricted to the aetiology of this inhibition. The dream is framed in the act of worship and this context cannot be ignored. The dream is then also about the impediments in his worship. The women devotees represent the dreamer’s ‘feeling life’, which has panicked and disrupted his worship. The traditional aarti is a ritual offering of the elements to the deity, and it aims to centre the disciple’s awareness. The sexual inhibition it seems has stopped this process, and the dream has quite directly informed him about his block.11 The way leads through yourself to beyond yourself.12

I also learnt about my own identifications through a dream after I had withdrawn from city life and started to live in Ashish’s ashram.

My mother and I are walking under her favourite umbrella. Unexpectedly, a large bird comes and takes away the umbrella. I am standing and laughing while my mother looks very crossly at the bird carrying away the umbrella.

My sense of self was bound to my mother—I was walking under her umbrella. With the shift to the ashram I had physically moved away from her umbrella but I had not relinquished that identification internally. Symbolically, birds are often regarded as the vehicles by which we can rise out of ourselves. The discipline and practices of the ashram were, perhaps, the bird that could free me from my parental identifications. The breaking of this identification would help me stand back from myself. When identified one is unable to separate the observer from the participant.

The next dream I wish to narrate describes the beginning of this process of separation.

I am standing in the tea veranda and watching a few ashram residents from the window. I watch Persis in the garden, Michael going down to the dairy and Rajeev scrubbing the temple utensils outside the kitchen.

The residents perhaps represented various aspects of myself. Their activity, which I was viewing, was what constituted my work-a-day world. The dream was asking me to separate myself from my daily chores and dispassionately watch them, like I was viewing Persis, Michael and Rajeev. The tea veranda is actually a room on the first floor of the temple building where visitors met with Ashish over tea. Could the dream be punning on tea to mean teaching? In the evenings, after the day’s work, we would meet there and discuss issues related to the inner inquiry—essentially, how to withdraw from identifications and become the ‘witness’. In observing we tend to reflect on our thoughts and behaviour. This brings about a separation within us. But in this process the observing self tends to evaluate the personality and wants to alter it. This is because the observer is identified with the personality.

However, if this identification were withdrawn then there would be sheer observation without any attempt to alter what is observed. This state of observation, free of identifications, is ‘witnessing’. Ashish advised that this is not an intellectual trick where one is emotionally detached and views oneself as it were from behind one’s eyes. Instead, a shift in identity is required.13 Witnessing observes the mind while the mind is involved with thoughts and experiences. ‘The child is after the toy, but the mother watches the child, not the toy.’14

Admittedly the dream can also be viewed as an estrangement from my new environment. Then one would have to ask: which part of myself was disconnected from the everyday participative self? Either way, the dream is about the separation of awareness into an observer and a participant. In no way can this division be confused for the fractured self because it has not been wrought by unconscious forces. Instead it is the outcome of a voluntary process—a process familiar to and valued in all forms of psychotherapy. In the mystical journey it is considered the first step in turning inwards.

Gradually this shift in outlook enlarged the scope of my dream life. A precognitive dream would occasionally burst through the haze of personality dreams. Sometimes a hint of guidance came my way. No longer was the dream only a personal mirror, as the concerns of others sometimes reflected telepathically in my dreams. Other members of the ashram also had similar experiences. However exciting such experiences seemed, Ashish advised, ‘If these paranormal dreams come, observe them, get used to them, read any message they may seem to give … and [move] on.’

I soon realized that some dreams now had a different feel to them. One evening, after a particularly strenuous day of manual labour on the farm, I had dozed off and I suddenly found myself out of my body, standing out in the open, looking at the night sky with its splash of stars. Then I drew back into my body as unexpectedly as I had left it. It was exhilarating to see the night sky without having left the room.

My elation was not at having exteriorized from the body, in fact whether I had actually shed the body or not was unimportant. What was valuable was that this experience gave me a feel of what it is like to separate from the body. In doing so it provided a personal confirmation that awareness could exist apart from the body. The perception I-am-not-only-the-body grounded the practices within my experience. I also realized that this and similar dreams were not a consequence of my effort, my will.

It may be objected that I am relying only on my dreams and those of fellow disciples. Consequently it would be argued that these dreams have been influenced by the beliefs of the analyst, in this case by the teaching given to us by Ashish.

Here are two dreams of someone not connected with Ashish which may suggest otherwise. Sivananda Radha, a German disciple of Swami Sivananda’s, also advocated the use of dreams as a guide on the inner journey to a group of men and women in Canada. She recounts a dream of hers which she calls ‘Solitary Confinement’.

She finds herself in an unusual prison where the inmates do not realize that they have been jailed and, astonishingly, are quite happy with what they are doing there. In fact, they are captivated by it—prison activity is their sole focus. The warden then takes her to the upper levels of the prison where the more dangerous inmates are kept in solitary confinement. She notices a prisoner in a small cagelike cell that has a simple blanket spread on a very hard bed. He is sitting in perfect lotus posture and meditating. He looks peaceful. After a little while he opens his eyes and when she enquires if he knows he is in prison, he confidently says, ‘Yes.’ When further questioned he states that he does a little work in the prison, but to her great surprise informs her, ‘I leave the prison. I go somewhere else.’

She asks him, ‘Where do you go?’

‘To places of great knowledge. And because of this freedom I do not mind being here, as there is always time to do what is important after I have done what is requested of me.’

‘But how do you get out?’

‘Oh, I just sit here quietly and “think” my way out.’ Much to her puzzlement, he adds, ‘I leave my body and come back without anyone knowing. Only in solitary confinement are we free.’

Radha asked herself: where is this prison? The world? The body? The mind?

Clearly, the dream affirmed that by separating from the body (and its identifications) something valuable (places of great knowledge) can be found. Radha’s perplexity about how this enthrallment can be broken is answered in a sequel to this dream. The setting is identical—the same prison, the same prisoner in solitary confinement. However, this time the dreamer asks the prisoner, ‘Would I have to commit something in order to be sentenced to solitary confinement?’

‘Exactly,’ he responded.

‘Why did you get solitary confinement?’

‘I killed.’

‘Oh my god!’

And he said, ‘One day you will have to kill.’

‘No, I can’t do this. Do I have to kill?’

‘Yes.’

‘There is no other way?’

‘No.’

Then he looked at me and asked, ‘Do you know what you have to kill?’15

Radha realized this dream to mean that she has ‘to kill the part of the mind that constantly creates and produces desires’.16 If subdued by the will, desires merely go underground and are not ‘killed’. The attention has to be withdrawn from the identifications. Only then can we hope to ‘kill’ desires and quieten the mind. If we continue to watch the traffic in the street below our window, we will remain captivated. Only by withdrawing the attention can we become aware that the room we are standing in is actually a quiet one.

I, too, was instructed in a dream to let the empirical personality die.

I am wandering around in a large empty haveli (mansion). A man appears in traditional Muslim attire. He is wearing a double-breasted swirling frock-coat that comes below his knees. His name is Rumi. He takes me by the elbow and we go and sit outside the deserted haveli on the steps. In the fading evening light he says very softly, ‘Die before thou diest ….’

The man whirling like the dervishes was Jalaluddin Rumi—the great mystical poet of Persia. A Jungian analyst would, of course, treat this dream as compensatory, and perhaps rightly so. During this phase my outer life in the ashram was most challenging—my identifications were under threat—and I was bolstering my sense of significance by dreaming about exalted people. The dream could equally be characterized as wish fulfilment. However, these attributions do not exhaust all its significance. An entirely different meaning emerges if we consider the phrase ‘die before thou diest’ as the central message of the dream. I later discovered that this phrase attributed to the Prophet was a favourite of Rumi’s. Also, this dying is not specific to Islam as it is echoed in the celebrated tribute to Saint Teresa of Avila:

Leave nothing of my Self in me;

Let me so read thy life, that I

Unto all life of mine may dy.

The axiom ‘die before you die’ is not about the small death of the body but the great death of the personality achieved by breaking all identifications with name and form (nama-rupa). According to Ashish, ‘Then, when one goes in further [withdraws in meditation], it appears as if one was dying physically.’17

Stated differently, we can argue that the only certainty we possess is: I am. But we define ourselves as being ‘this’ or ‘that’. We then convince ourselves that ‘this’ is mine. The withdrawal from these identifications, the relinquishing of ‘this’ or ‘that’ is the asked-for death. And strangely the challenges in my outer life were pointing in the same direction. Since I was resisting them, the dream was, perhaps, asking me to make this surrender voluntarily.

The next dream is a hypnapompic one. Through the asleep-awake boundary, I clearly heard the words: find out what remains when you exhaust the content of all experience.

Perhaps the key to the dream lies in the word all: all experience. It seemed to suggest that I had to empty myself of everything. Initially, my attempt had been to remove all the blocks and obstructions of the personality that could impede my onward journey. Implicit in these attempts was the belief that only certain aspects had to be transformed. This dream was suggesting that all contents of experience, not only the blocks and difficulties but also the joy and contentment—in fact, all that constituted experience—had to be exhausted, dropped. I had to empty my mind of everything, leave behind all conceptions of myself and identify with nothing. Therefore, die before thou diest.

Still I could not conceive where or to what this dying would lead. Whenever I meditated, whether morning or evening, the body and mind were already outwardly turned. I am not referring to the chatter of the mind, but to its orientation. Given this instinctive out-turnedness I wondered how the silencing of thoughts or disregard of body sensations is really possible.

I had a dream that seemed to reveal a level of consciousness which remains after the withdrawal of all identifications.

I am in an old Rajput fortress; the period is before our times. I am part of a rebellion to overthrow the existing king. I am standing in a room which is unoccupied, but the door is ajar and I can look into a large hall where many of the activities of the fort are taking place. A dancing woman in the hall whirls around, her red gauze and silver spangled skirt in full flare. Beyond the hall is the general bustle of the marketplace.

Sita enters the room I am standing in and says with urgency that the rebellion, of which I was a part, had failed. She says, ‘They have caught Pratap, your partner in the rebellion, and he’s going to be beheaded tomorrow. They will capture you very soon and your death is inevitable. I don’t want you to die in pain so I will give you some sleeping pills. You just go to the other room take them and slip out.’ She clasps my hands and puts the sleeping pills into them. Then with a look of kindness she bids me farewell and leaves the room. I sit down on a chair and look towards the carnival of life from the half-open door, knowing I am going to die soon. I don’t seem to have any particular regrets about the whole thing.

I go into the adjoining room which has a bed in the centre. It is very quiet. I realize I will not be disturbed here. It is the twilight hour. I draw the curtains in preparation. I sit on the bed, swallow the sleeping pills and lie down.

There was a dual quality to what happened next. In time I felt drowsy, but I was still aware of lying on the bed and of the room. Then gradually my breathing slowed down and the thought came to me: So, this is what dying is. After a little while my breath became almost imperceptible. A strange thing happened. I felt a sharp constriction in my chest; it was released and I realized that I was sinking, lower and lower into a darkness that was in no way either frightening or uncomfortable. In fact, I stopped breathing. All that I remember was a slow and gradual stepping down into a vast darkness in which there was no object, no thought, no image, but only the sensation of sinking and perhaps a mild sensation of floating while sinking. The only thing that remained was an awareness of the experience. Yet it was not filtered through the person I normally know myself as. It was just an awareness that observed the experience.

Gradually this awareness began to ascend and slowly I found myself coming back. With that came a dim recognition of my body lying prone on the bed, the eyes still closed, the curtains drawn, the twilight hour. And then the first thought came. Death or dhyan (meditative withdrawal)?

The dream has two distinct parts. The events that lead to the taking of the sleeping pills, and the experience that ensued, which clearly was a dying. The image of a swirling garment perhaps links this dream to the previous one about the injunction to die before thou diest. Also, both the people in this dream are connected with Ashish. Sita is a friend associated with the ashram and Pratap was a simple-minded local man who worked on the ashram farm when I lived there. I will explore the latter part of the dream first, in which there is some measure of lucidity.

This part may be viewed as an imaginative rendering of the physical experience of dying—the drowsiness, slowing down of the breathing, the constriction in the chest could all have been based on memory, though I cannot identify any such specifically. Nor have I experienced a similar state during meditation. Strangely, the darkness was not frightening or uncomfortable in any way. If this experience had been retrieved from the unconscious would there not have been resistance to it? And, is there any kind of unconscious darkness without anything in it, totally empty? Here there was only an observing state but with nothing to observe—just an impersonal awareness without any identifications. Even that awareness existed up to a point, after which there was submergence into an altogether different state and subsequently (by implication) an arising out of it. It was not the state of quiescence that sometimes washes over one during meditation. The most prominent aspect of sinking into the darkness was the gradual withdrawal and then the complete absence of the normal waking state (or the dream state). There was no sense of a ‘me’ experiencing a descent; I found myself only after coming out of the darkness.

After regaining ‘normal’ consciousness within the dream arose the question, was this an experience of death or of dhyan? Perhaps true dhyan is a dying, an annihilation of thoughts—the mind. The process of withdrawal from the sense organs in meditation (dhyan) is so similar to the withdrawal from the body at death that it appears like dying.18 Was the dream a foretaste of the mystic death that Rumi had urged?

I must add that I am not prone to treat this dying as the process of psychotic disintegration, a relinquishing of the reality principle in favour of a regression to a narcissistically potent world. There was no world in this darkness, save only awareness. Urged by Sita, I had chosen the option of sleeping pills over the beheading. It was, therefore, not an idiosyncratic and involuntary defence. This brings me to the first part of the dream.

Initially, I regarded the earlier part of the dream as only a narrational container (Freud’s visual representation) to get to the more important second part. However, later I was inclined to interpret it as having a close connection with the dhyan—dying part of the dream, perhaps hinting at the preparation required for true meditation (dhyan).

The symbols in the earlier part set the canvas of the dream’s discourse. The king (the ego-personality or the waking integration) is entrenched in his fortress (of habits, beliefs, fixations). Commonly, the ego is considered sovereign when we explore consciousness and is confused for the real ‘I’. The rebellion is an attempt to rid the sovereignty of the ego (the king) and enquire: who am I? But the dream cautions: a direct act of war cannot overthrow the waking integration from its position of dominance; the rebellion against the king will fail. In other words, I cannot enquire into consciousness in this simplistic manner (the simple-minded Pratap is my partner). The dream suggests that consciousness can be explored only by first withdrawing to an intermediate room, an unoccupied room, detached from the carnival of life (the large hall). The dancing woman may be seen to represent not only sensuality but also the throb and dance of life. The door is not shut but is slightly ajar. Could this indicate that an isolated environment, a sequestered life, is not essential for this effort? I understood the twilight hour and the drawn curtains to mean that the intermediate room is a state in between waking and sleeping, when consciousness is neither awake nor asleep.

This left two options—beheading or taking sleeping pills. Both metaphorical options involve dying in some manner. I took beheading to mean the quietening of the mind during meditation; the beheading of the waking mentation—thoughts, ideas and cognition. Could the sleeping pills be alluding to the state of sleep as another method to bypass the involvement with the king? Not the sleep of forgetfulness but an altogether different kind of sleep wherein there is ‘awakeness’. This is not the same as lucid dreaming but a state perhaps best described by Gackenbach’s term ‘witnessing dreaming’ or ‘witnessing sleep’.19 A state of consciousness where the enthrallment with waking life is absent and there is detachment from the dream state as well. The dream may be going on but the dreamer is aware of a calm, uninvolved luminous sense of awareness that observes the dream but is in no way identified with any part of it. Some form of ‘awakeness’ has been found to be present in long-time meditators also in deep sleep.20

The two metaphors for dying are highlighting the same process for the disciple. The difference between them is that while ‘beheading’ is a method to explore consciousness in the waking state, ‘sleeping pills’ refer to another way of continuing the exploration at night through sleep. ‘It is a natural way in, followed by everyone every time sleep comes … That something stays awake, is a consequence of (a) the intention of staying awake and (b) the years of the practice of self-remembering which act to build the thing which does stay awake.’21

Was the dream stating that if I treat sleep and waking in the habitual (old fortress) manner, then the rebellion against the ego (the inner inquiry) would fail? Perhaps I need to behead my conception of what it means to be awake/asleep. Taking a dose of sleeping pills could imply putting to bed the normal definitions. An inner awakeness while asleep and self-remembering while awake reverse normal conceptions.

There was an unusual quality to this dream experience. Step by step I was taken from normal consciousness to a state beyond it where consciousness seemed to exist by itself, without the content of experience. I was taken to the very frontiers of the known and made to face the immensity of the unknown. To dive deeper was up to me. Perhaps, to go deeper into this seeming darkness would depend upon my ability to let go of all identifications.

Much later I had two other dreams which appeared to address this whole issue from a different perspective. The first of these came against a background of emotional fatigue. Compounding this was an exceptionally hot Indian summer where repeated power cuts added to the discomfort. I emerged from sleep hearing the following words: ‘That comes to birth, That experiences and That goes out in death.’

What was left unsaid my thoughts completed as I came awake—‘I’ as the personality I knew myself to be had nothing to do with ‘That’. It had certainly created a sharp division between the ‘me’ that considers itself the doer of all things and an impersonal ‘I’ that one tried to discover in meditation and by other practices. I took this dream as an affirmation of the message of the earlier one informing me about my inability to let go of the personal ‘me’. The dream provided perspective by bluntly telling me: That comes to birth, not you. Why? Because ‘That’ wishes to experience. It was in line with the Upanishadic message affirmed by mystics ‘That thou art’. What remains when everything else, every identification, is dropped cannot be ‘me’ but an impersonal ‘That’. Another dream enlarged the perspective.

I had gone to sleep one afternoon when a noise from the direction of the roof jerked me ‘awake’. I have no way of verifying whether there was actually a noise or whether it represented the jolt of becoming lucid. I was still enveloped by sleep but something was ‘awake’. Suddenly consciousness, an impersonal awareness, rose from the depths of sleep. Quickly and rapidly it rose, till it came to the borders of wakefulness and then it attached itself to my personality. I first became aware of myself, and a split second later, my waking integration had taken over—cognizant of my surroundings, the room, the house.

When consciousness was rising from its depths it was ‘nameless’, without identity. I felt this was the same consciousness that had descended in the dream of death and dhyan. Here I experienced its ascent back into the known. I am not going to attempt any conceptual elaboration of this dream. Instead I quote two contemporary mystics.

Ramana Maharshi, the sage, says: ‘In [deep] sleep there is no “I”. The “I”-thought [the ego] arises on waking and then the world appears … At the time of waking up from sleep and before becoming aware of [the “I”-thought and] the world, there is that pure “I-I” …. That subsists throughout. That is Consciousness. If that is known you will see that it is beyond thoughts.’22 Anyone who met Ramana believed the Maharshi constantly lived through this state of pure consciousness.

Nisargadatta Maharaj states: ‘In reality there is only one state; when distorted by self-identification it is called a person, when coloured with the sense of being, it is the witness; when colourless and limitless, it is called the Supreme.’23

A few days before the conference I had a dream that spanned centuries and civilizations. One way of looking at the dream would be as a reflection of my anxiety on the eve of presenting this paper at the conference. But could there be more to it? I believe so. The dream was:

I see nomadic tribes, foraging for food, hunting, defending themselves. Then time moves on and I see Muslims, in black cloth headgear, swords in hand, mounted on horses, fighting over territory. The scene changes to the Nile where large stone blocks are being taken down the river in wooden boats for construction. Then somewhere near the coast of Greece a fleet of ships can be seen over the horizon.

Throughout civilizations and centuries the debate remains the same—what is Reality? And this question is discussed animatedly on a podium that also looks like an amphitheatre. I am part of the debate and am clothed in current attire. Greeks, Muslims and Romans are also present. I cannot remember the exact sequence of the debate, but it unfolded rather logically from one argument to the next.

A Roman stood up and said, ‘Reality is what we can create.’

Another man said, ‘Architecture is reality, new chariots and spears are reality.’

A woman in a flowing robe stands up and pointing to her heart says rather passionately, ‘What you feel here is reality.’

Each argument is discussed and commented upon. I listen and when there is a moment’s pause I stand up and say, ‘Ramana Maharshi’s state of consciousness is reality.’

As soon as I finish many people rise in protest. A Greek says, ‘That’s intangible. It cannot be proved.’

Another stands up and says, ‘That’s woolly stuff.’ Someone thumps on the stone steps and says, ‘A state of consciousness cannot be as real as physical objects. Sticks and stones are real, not what you are saying.’

I am taken aback and realize that over the centuries the question of a state of consciousness, like Ramana’s, being real has always been a marginalized reality; rejected by many, affirmed only by the very few. Yet my lone voice in that large crowd had produced a strong reaction. Then I realize that the crowd is waiting for me to say something more.

I say, ‘Your denial of this reality is actually an affirmation of its existence.’

As I awoke I wondered, perhaps, there is only one reality from which all other realities are born.


Summary of the Discussion

Almuth Sellschopp

After I was asked to make a summary of the discussion, I dreamt that I was a sought-after singer, playfully scrambling about in the upper tiers of an opera house in a production of Tannhäuser. Doubt as to the quality of my voice brought me back to earth—and that’s how it is for me with the summary of the discussion. Because I was a participant observer I had to step back from the hurly-burly of the discussion to summarize its main points. I cannot do equal justice to all the topics. That is inevitable, both from the manner of my participation and the attempt at a synopsis.

The discussion was structured around two themes: the function of dreams in our ‘psychic household’, and the affective cognitive processes in the emergence and creation of dreams. Primacy was given here to the difference between Eastern and Western understandings, and Sudhir Kakar had chosen the participants from this standpoint. His profound knowledge, as well as the range, of psychological differences between East and West—cultural self-objects, and especially their particular formation in the socio-cultural context (cultural otherness) ensured that the other’s search always guaranteed one’s own continuity, without which mental activity is not possible.1 This position also defined the style of the discussion, in which growing together, converging, were facilitated.

Kelly Bulkeley’s paper—the diagrammatic arrangement of his vision of dreams and their relationship to each other—naturally generated an intense discussion on the classification of dreams, and right at the outset the question of just what dreams are. Dreams in a postmodern feminine valuation as against the rational thought of the modern age. What is the significance of the quality of the socio-cultural context within which dreams in general arise? An example would be the ability of some cultures (e.g., indigenous Australians) to train the skills of lucid dreaming.

In the discussion of ‘classifications’, the main focus was on ‘major dreams’ (Jung) as compared to the minor dreams. These were connected, in the context of the diagram, with corresponding positive versus negative, integrative as against disintegrative, formative as against decaying dreams. What was important was the idea that it is the affective excitation which is communicated to the dreamer and the one to whom he or she is speaking—the importance of the difference between dreams, memories and stories should always concern us as particular situations unfold. More than the positive or negative content, this determines the quality of a ‘major dream’, which dream experts can recognize from the account of the other (what was dreamt, why, and its meaning). Here Kakar’s advice was important, that it is the fantasy, the quality of the imagination, which distinguishes major from minor dreams—similar to the situation in literature, perhaps in art generally, where ‘major’ works (e.g., Flaubert’s letters to Madame Bovary!) leave their creator with the impression that they have arrived from ‘outside’. This is a quality that is the same in all cultures—the value of an inspiration is related to what is genuinely creative. At this point in the discussion the subject of multiple levels of consciousness was already making itself felt, and during the course of the symposium it was repeatedly the subject of discussion.

Prototypical dreams were at the centre of the deliberations for participants and the speaker at this time. Kelly’s vision of the future is to augment the major dreams with neurobiological representations in the brain, in order to experience them in terms of body/mind characteristics more than as phenomena. This wish to find correlative brain/mind patterns definitely stands in opposition to the growing trend towards a certain disenchantment with neuropsychological research, at least in Europe, where currently there is an emerging trend in favour of a return to genuine psychological questions. Physiological conditions and psychological meanings belong to categorically different dimensions, and Bulkeley’s vision might be regarded as unfeasible or too revolutionary.

Tracey Kahan’s contribution is to be thanked for bringing an awareness of the complexity arising from today’s empirical dream research and the uncertainty which is created about the boundaries of consciousness: to perceive them and be able to move them; to occupy different levels of perception simultaneously; to create various cognitive and emotional frames of reference; to hold fast and to change. It was significant how far this approach is, for example, from Freud’s interpretation of dreams. Freud was against the view that ‘dreams are but froth’—which today reappears in the ‘waste-paper basket’ misrepresentation—and, instead, advanced his own theory of the meaningfulness of dreams.2 Kahan also opposes that view but her understanding of the meaningfulness is quite different from Freud’s. It became clear that the time of some psychodynamic views in the understanding of dreams—e.g., of their unconscious censoring—has really gone.

Kahan hypothesizes that not only the recognized mechanisms of dreams—condensation, displacement and visual representation of thoughts—have their own thought logic. There are in addition intelligent mechanisms of emotional, emotion-regulating processes and problem-solving strategies at work which underline the drama of the significance of the dream for our waking consciousness, no longer dismissed to the realm of shadows! The thrust of her research was also therefore graphic: namely, to come as close as possible to the dream event and its minute alterations in the adult state, to trace a psychosynthetic power which is affective independently of subsequent accounts of the dream, and of the influential mental presence of another and his interpretation (such as in therapy).3 Whether and how such a research approach is at all feasible—because, for example, the researcher in his choice of methodology always immediately has an effect on the phenomenon—was also the subject of critical questions, such as considerations of the transition between dreaming and waking.

Christoph Tüercke’s contribution confronted the participants with an affective message about the dream and its valency, which he presented as a negative fascination, as ‘part of a human-historical recapitulation’ of experiences of threat and terror, even catastrophe, from external events, in order to show the processing of the dream as an inescapable and profoundly human task. At which point of the ‘spiritual’ process, as he described it, of human development do dreams come into play? For him, the dream signifies a developmental state that recurs in every detail during the course of life. An existential fear of annihilation, primarily uncoded in experience, and the disturbance it generates, even the threat of death, drives humanity (individuals) in repetitive attempts at mastering excitation—a ‘trick of human history’; in building defences against being frightened and carrying out ritualized sacrifices to this end. These are the beginnings of introversion, the hallucinatory ability to visualize terror in anticipation and to implement counter-measures for survival.

‘This is the start of the mental space, which for him is identical to the ability to fantasize. Thoughts as a ritualized form of fantasy activity—corresponding to the psychological mechanisms of inversion into the opposite—become the starting point for the search for meaning, for divinity, for spirit and ultimately for consciousness. The goal of this movement is always to turn outer experiences into inner representations by means of the strategies of displacement and avoidance. The way via hallucination is the decisive stage, characterized by the use of exactly the same mental processing formations as are employed in the individual dream. The hallucinatory developmental step is related to the dream because they use the same psychological mechanisms. Naturally, the question was raised in the discussion of the beginning of these processes—of the Freudian primal horde and the murder of the father as primal threat, primal castration—which cannot be an option for the author, because the essence of psychological creation arising from the repetitive cannot have a beginning in the narrow sense of genesis. For him, the beginning is at best ‘a socio-cultural circumstantial case’.

He compares his categories with those of the Kantian theory of perception. They are not ‘discursive’ terms, generic terms, which organize pre-existing entities, but rather conditions underlying all perceptions, all processes of the experience of reality, and as such are necessary: everything can be deduced from them, but their conditions cannot be derived. They are ‘forms of thought’, original experiences through which alone are we able to create a synthesis of the multitude of experiences. The processes are ‘metabolizations’ of experience and not resistances to be overcome, in the Freudian sense. It is not that thirst (or its quenching: cf. Freud’s thirst dream) is important as a phenomenon, but rather the awakening through fantasy of the ability to alter reality.

To what extent the compulsion to repeat, and its destructive character, and the attempt to influence it qualitatively, can lead to anxiety, guilt feelings and thus to the establishment of moralistic opinions; to what extent is it ‘antithetical’ to reason as an organizing force, to feelings of just and unjust, and how one could imagine this, was at the heart of the discussion. Because in turning inwards, the process of introversion takes on the character of the sacrificial, which is to be understood psychodynamically in terms of sublimation, of the drive as a precondition of cultural creation, as Freud described it.

A particular emphasis in the discussion was the question of the failure of this process: discontinuity, non-development, remaining stuck. We know from working with traumatized people that repetition of the trauma does not inevitably lead to its overcoming, but rather that the repetitive character contributes, according to clinical experience, to a habituation of fear, where the initial fantasy has the same fearful character as the original experience. This perhaps suggests that the character of the construction of early processes is not necessary for making the details of individual behaviour congruent with the clinically relevant nosology. Kakar’s suggestion that the essence of this approach lies in regarding the thoughts of repetition as struggle, as practice, opens a door to distinguishing the failures of processes in the simple mastering and control of purely quantitative excitation, from the dimension of and human capacity for intentionality. This is related to the awareness which is inherent in self-monitoring. These qualities of the psychological dimension change the character of a purely repetitive recurrence into consciousness of the here and now: they slow down, and thereby establish presence as a pre-condition of change. This explanation was important for the participants lest the suggestion of an entelechial principle arise, as the understanding of process that Tüercke seemed to describe could do. We would misunderstand him if we represented that as an attempt at self-healing by humankind, and wanted to correct him in that regard.

Luigi Zoja was also concerned with the process of human evolution. For him the central issue today is that of increasingly unnatural and accelerating cultural and technical change, and its influence on human sensibilities. Every new born is exposed, under extremely unnatural conditions, to the impact of cultural flooding, which can be averted only through a human environment, the family, but which can never be reset to zero. A newborn today experiences in a single day more external stimuli than their forebears did in a whole year.

The onset of nightmares is an expression of this flooding and of the difficulty of facing it in a meaningful way. The piling up of outer world impressions is absorbed in nightmares as a boundary phenomenon of human experience, as a manifestation of a profoundly—and threateningly—felt need to adapt oneself to our world. To date, however, no improved adaptation has appeared in this way. On the contrary, the process of human development is turning more and more in an imperative direction, and it is inevitable that nightmares will increasingly emerge. They are experienced in terms of the absence of communicative bridges, absolutely different from the outer world, and as such they are for the individual an expression of a new version of the phylogenetically homicidal nature of man, because they also signify annihilation and threat to life. In the collective, man acts in the encounter with the other similarly to how the individual psyche behaves in the experience of its nightmare: with rejection, horror, an attempt to confront the danger of the disturbance. The appearance of the other, in whatever way, always leads to a relapse to the earliest, most primitive form of defence possible, namely to eliminate and to kill. The history of psychiatric diagnosis in its therapeutic contact with front-line soldiers with, as we know, persistent, accumulated nightmares, demonstrates today’s ‘perverse’ pseudo-philo-pathological approach to understanding: soldiers debilitated by nightmares sent back to the front after brief therapy, terrorist acts, ethnic cleansing, genocide justified on the basis of mechanisms whose dynamics it is easy to diagnose as collective borderline pathology. In a short time the foundations are laid for the psychiatric blurring of the differences between military groups and the civilian population. The psychological landscapes of potential nightmares, and of scientific interest in them, have also, in the context of the interest in traumatization, increased exponentially since then. This is perhaps scientifically interesting but is otherwise, in reality, an anxiety-inducing phenomenon that is a practical consequence of the lack of change in dealing with this phenomenon.

The treatment of the patient Martin—along with the questions raised, e.g., for the attitude of the therapist in clinical work—showed impressively that the suicide of a sensitive, artistically creative human being can follow from situations of existential inner threat where, in the realm of human difference (the ethical primate), the value of the other is rated more highly than self-annihilation. Here Fairbairn’s dictum is relevant, that ‘it is better to be a sinner in a world ruled by God than to live in a world ruled by the Devil’.4

Studies of religious fanaticism show other ways out than that of suicide: the possibilities of discharging outwards inner experiences of threat and horror (specially tailored in the nightmare to one’s own inner limits), in order to demonize the other and burden him with the problem. Terrorist acts, and the catharsis intended by their violence, are unthinkable without death and always mean killing people to save the world. Our times show increasingly how terrorist acts grow from such spiritual longings: acts in which sacrifice, salvation, bloodshed and spiritual transformation merge with one another when the (outer) divinity, who is to be placated by the sacrifice, is humiliating, shaming and punishing. Nightmares on the other hand are an overwhelming inner experience. Rejecting the projection means asceticism, but also self-imposed punishment and atonement as a reaction to lost innocence; and in an earlier developmental stage it also triggers loss of self idealization, of self-hatred.

During the discussion the core question of how love arises (again) from hate became the subject—a subject which in psychoanalytical theory concerns the situation of many therapies, but which also builds a bridge to the beginnings of religion, morality and society.5 Today another kind of religiosity from patriarchal, paternal oedipality is becoming more important for social life: the morality of relationship, stemming from the emotional connectedness of the pre-oedipal maternal, is, from early on, growing in social relations through identification, alongside the paternal.6 In the discussion, this led to the theoretical considerations of Melanie Klein: with the introduction of the split between good and evil as a position in the world and not as a developmental step, she identified a collective position which can re-emerge at each subsequent time of life.

Some stimulating questions could not be exhaustively discussed, such as the difference between normal and clinically traumatic PTSD, or between childhood and adult (e.g., soldiers) nightmares: what role could the training of cognitive skills (including lucid dreaming) play in the mastering of nightmares? Zoja brought a positive example of this possibility in one of his own childhood nightmares of falling: using the ability to envision himself while dreaming he could land on his feet and, as a child, master his terror.

In addition, the difference between human behaviour and that of animals in extreme panic situations, as well as that between aggressive and incestuous nightmares, were discussed. A closing thought concerned pseudo-species: what is the significance of this tendency to identity avoidance, to remain in the negative identity with which we constitute ourselves by limiting otherness?7 What collective way out of this is possible? In pedagogics, for example, this might mean not going along with fear and dread of people between themselves; resisting collective influences on the limitation of otherness; not endorsing divisions, but rather creating connections which make new cultural structures possible (for instance, Obama and his ability to ‘be other’ to connect with hope—Primo Levi’s ‘grey zone’ for survival in the concentration camp).8

We consider too little—it was clear to participants—what connection there is between the options for change provided by cultural contexts and our insights, our theories, our fantasies and our treatments in relation to people (for instance. Mahatma Gandhi’s life).

In moving on to what one could take to the individual, as distinct from the part of the conference related more to theory and collective phenomena, Patrick Mahony’s contribution set up an outstanding, impressive, original new version of the treatment of dreams in psychoanalytical practice. His knowledge of the ‘deictic’ nature of all psychological phenomena, not only in the dyadic encounter; his emphasis on the importance of a multi-modal sensory actuality of analytic understanding; and his contributions to the quality of the discourse in the psychoanalytical encounter and the role of free association—all this was to be expected, but his remarks consistently led to a novel understanding of the handling of dreams in the here and now. Almost consequentially the discussion moved on to the emphasis on restrictively excluding moments in the setting of psychoanalytical discourse—not feeling, not seeing, not moving—and the participants discussed his intensely interesting reflections on the reasons for the difference in other cultures. In Indian psychotherapy, for example, the common European practice of not smiling when greeting, contact avoidance (not offering the hand when greeting) and a demeanour which forbids relationship (general rule of abstinence) have an extremely anti-therapeutic effect. As in other cultures, the liberal approach to all the modalities of human encounter provokes very different contexts of meaning. It was considered, in relation to Western psychoanalysis, whether the increase of abuse in therapies is related to the ban on meeting (rule of abstinence); whether there is a natural necessity, a certain culture of touch which, if inhibited for misconceived, energetically significant reasons, stimulates the fantasy activity even more, provokes breakdowns on both sides of the dyad, and then at some point almost ‘innocently’ leads to something new. Mahony also suggested that, in his experience, increased complexity of multi-modal sensory experiences shows up in the analysis, both in the progress of the treatment and in the quality of the dialogue between the pair. What is important for this is the capacity to connect (triangulate) by simultaneously using free-floating attention and an associative approach, which is what the structure of the discourse ensures.

In connection with Rank and Levin he characterises the ‘all-important dormancy triangle’, with the dream as one side, which dominates every psychoanalytical session in its totality. It consists of falling asleep (initial phase), sleep itself (the actual session, dreams) and waking (concluding phase). By way of demonstration he seamlessly added to this understanding appropriate ‘correlations’ as regards content, possibilities of understanding and interpretations in the clinical examples he provided. He was also able to show how psychoanalytical rules, ‘sacred cows’, become a Procrustean bed if they are not constantly used through free-flowing attention and free association, and both combined with the triangulation capacity of the analyst as a third. The paper made it clear to the participants how far psychoanalysis today has changed from its long idealized aim of dealing with childhood amnesia by means of dreams, where the plausibility of such a reconstruction is extremely uncertain, and has created a strong connection with the immediately experienced subjective truth of fantasy life as it unfolds in the dialogue.

The question was also discussed as to the influence of the cultural context and its integration by the dreamer into his or her spiritual or psychotherapeutic path (see Tandan’s essay). In psychotherapy/medicine the input of dreams is increasingly becoming a rarity, while among Ayurvedic practitioners it is obvious that they are as anamnestic, for example, as questions about the patient’s physical condition. It was generally agreed that the need for dreams and their symbolism to appear in the transactions of everyday consciousness, including the attitude of parents to the dreams recounted by their children, the family dialogue, is largely self-evident in Eastern culture.

Daniel Deslaurier’s paper, too, was concerned with the significance of dreams as an intersubjective quality—in both directions: the dream can influence our social lives just as this profoundly affects and informs the quality, the context, of our dreams. Dreams are not only important for personal renewal but also for the vitality of the group and of the culture as a whole. If this correlation is reversed a field of great potential appears for understanding the other and the relationship with him or her. The capacity to turn to this phenomenon in an authentic manner (e.g., through the courage to disclose a dream in a group) effects creative chances which ultimately, in an equilibrial, resilient personality, flow into a group as a whole.

Certain conditions of success (timing) have to be considered. Such wishes for communicative connectedness grow primarily from the childish need for all-embracing psychosomatic oneness, but also for psycho-social wholeness. To what extent this can be brought to life in contact with others, survive crises and make progress, depends not only on the consciousness of the individual but on favourable conditions of creativity in a relationship, which must have something to do with what one identifies as humanly good: the longing for synthesis, empathy and redemption, the need for authenticity, care for others and the capacity for play as well as trust (additional conditions would be a certain capacity for concern, attentiveness). Deslaurier’s contribution led one to speculate that with this attitude in difficult group situations (e.g., where aggression is present), he would be in the position to generate a sense of connectivity that supports the group process and deepens the feeling of togetherness.

In a similar way, through the seminar example of the positive dream of another (a daughter for her mother), and through personal experiences in a Balinese society, situations were described in which, with the help of the symbolism of dreams, socio-cultural contexts and the emergencies of ‘significant others’ could be understood, and through which relationships could be changed and risen to a new level of awareness, with altered inter-human boundaries. The character of the boundary phenomenon could directly contribute to the opening of consciousness and the exchange of emotions which, conveyed with appropriate rules of communication, open new possibilities of experience with others. The discussion led to the question of who is the symbol-bearer in any particular situation; which cultures provide functions for this; what significance it has if a growing loss of symbolic communication and ritual can be discerned in a society; and what signs of disintegration appear from the advance in ‘perversive’ technical and information culture.

It was agreed that the neglect of the phenomenon of lucid dreaming (liable to be dismissed as a ‘short, temporary waking up’!) goes along with the neglect of the value of dreams in Western thought. Corresponding to this, the neuro-physiological side was discussed (detectable REM activity, right-left hemisphere activities, EKG potentials), which made it clear why the phenomenon appears so rarely in symposia of Western scientific meetings. Strictly speaking it is a phenomenon that gives a pointer to another form of consciousness—‘the dreamer is awake and yet not awake’; a mysterious state, the neurophysiological evidence for which is related to a positive gain in mental function, as also in meditation, which is a pioneer in this regard: people who meditate often have lucid dreams.9 Various phenomena of the lucid dream (such as ‘mutual dreams’, dream yoga) were discussed and vividly illustrated in the films shown during the event (‘Dreamscape’, ‘What Dreams May Come’). The hypnopompic condition has particular significance here.

The atmospheric character of the group in the discussions became clear through Fariba Bogzaran’s contribution and through questions from participants about the qualities of the intentionality of lucid dreams and related phenomena. On one hand there was a clearly scientific interest in the occurrence of lucid dreams, and also of dream yoga, and their scientific explanation. This ranged from nightmares and the possibility of influencing them more and more, to the interest in understanding a deliberate, willed part—as Freud roughly asserted: ‘I can order up such dreams “wherever I am”.’ This could be considered as connected to a kind of fascination through a further ‘intelligent’ mode and reflected in a gain in brain activity. For the other side, lucid dreams signify an essentially altered consciousness, a special form of self-awareness, which exercises no actively willed, controlled influence on the dream: ‘no memory, no desire, no understanding’ (Bion).

Kakar mentioned ‘turiya’—the fourth state of consciousness: an altered reality of the living moment, such as an awakening, in which the dreamer no longer holds on to the thoughts or the reality of the other, the object, the body, and in this way overcomes what in Eastern philosophy is seen as the central human affliction; without this overcoming one remains locked in isolation, blocked and always alienated.

Madhu Tandan’s contribution could be understood as a process of inner liberation, the overcoming of conflicted situations and feelings, the way to one’s own awakening—an important contribution in bringing directly into the critical (for this group) discussion a closer understanding of the radical difference of consciousness she was aiming at: a particular shifting state on her dream path. She showed, particularly for the psychoanalytically oriented members of the group, the possibility of a more radically different way of being integrated into dreams for one’s own orientation in life than these members are used to when thinking of the significance of dreams in both therapeutic and personal work.

More than lucidity, the goal is to reach an observant quality that breaks away from the content of the dream and is described as witnessing awareness. It develops into a long, demanding process of experiencing one’s own dreams, which goes hand in hand with, as far as possible, dis-identification and a capacity for disengagement. Insofar as this includes the feeling of letting go of the familiar bodily presence and its functions, it is a daunting process that can be like an experience of death. That inner fear, that absolutely inner holding on to the familiar features, meanings and projections that accompany the way, was discussed; and in particular the question of what part a teacher can play on such a path, the final goal of which is ‘that’, probably best characterized as the true self (Winnicott), which dwells beyond the empirical personality. The teacher can accompany the path for a very long time. He is a kind of direction setter, but one who increasingly remains outside. The search then goes on without him, and without him the path then takes on, for long stretches, another uncertain, even threatening, form.

Back in the participants’ everyday consciousness, Kakar’s comment brought them to the underlying, omnipresent significance of meditation. From the impression, arising through participatory observation, of the terrors facing them on their dramatic path and the questions which repeatedly surfaced about the destructive qualities of their dream fantasies (soporifics, beheadings), they came back to the diversity of an observer’s ‘touch and go’, of a self-containing attentiveness towards the world in very individual and different forms. In this way there arose once again the possibility of opening an intermediary space between dream experience and one’s own life path, its essential quality; one which is also connected with lightness and play. This state comes perhaps closest to that which constitutes the essential quality of the dream. Or, as the German writer Grillparzer says in a dramatic fairy tale, ‘One night and it was a lifetime. One night—it was a dream.’10
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