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Our dreams are the sum of all that we have experienced and all that we have the potential to become.



INTRODUCTION
*


The novelist L P Hartley (1895–1972) once remarked, ‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’ He might just as easily have been describing the often-surreal world of dreams, where most of us spend a third of our lives, but which some still consider to be as insignificant as a television soap opera.


Even if we awake from a nightmare that has seemed all too real, or a vivid dream teeming with what may be significant imagery, it is rare for us to reflect on it beyond breakfast, or make it more than the subject of an idle chat with friends.


And yet, our dreams are the sum of all that we have experienced and all that we have the potential to become. One problem is that, although we spend 25 years of the average lifetime dreaming, we rarely remember more than 5 per cent of our adventures. The dreams that we do manage to recall are often couched in such obscure or surreal symbolism that we dismiss them as fantasies.


This might stem from the fact that most of us live our lives so fast that we do not have the time to savour the sensations. Our experiences and emotions are compressed into fleeting impressions that are reflected in our dreams in forms we are unable to appreciate. We tend to view sleep as an interruption, and our dreams are considered to be analogous to the processing functions of a supercomputer.


The only way to transform the world is to first transform ourselves by listening to the inner voice of our dreams.


Not all civilizations dismiss dreams so lightly, and not all cultures continue to ignore the possible hidden meanings. The Senoi, for example, a people living in the Malaysian rainforest, believe that the dreamworld is as real as the waking one, and so everything they experience in their dreams has a purpose. For the Senoi, the dreamworld is the world of spirit where the dreamer can face his fears and conquer them. Members of the tribe also practise transforming the negative actions of their dreams into positive actions in the real world in the belief that a function of dreams is to forewarn of the potential for conflict. Such techniques, together with similar practices utilized by indigenous peoples from Native Americans to Native Australians, are now being adopted by some dream therapists in the West. These people regard working with dreams as a valuable source of material for self-discovery and development. They make the point that the only way to transform the world is to first transform ourselves by listening to the inner voice of our dreams.


The sciences can play their part in this personal development, although so far study of sleep and dreams has generated a mass of knowledge but little understanding. After several centuries, science is still no nearer to solving two of the fundamental mysteries of the human mind – the purpose of sleep and the function of dreams.


Psychoanalysis is also developing. It is less than a hundred years since the Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) suggested that dreams express our secret repressed desires. But no matter how adamantly we deny what drives, torments and inspires us, our dreams will find us out.
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UNDERSTANDING DREAMS
*


Although we may not remember our dreams when we wake up, we all dream on a nightly basis. Explanations for the phenomenon vary widely, from the divine inspiration credited to ancient pharaohs, prophets and seers, through the expression of our subconscious desires to our brains processing and filing the impressions of the day like a computer backing itself up.


Whichever of the many theories they subscribe to, scientists, psychoanalysts and dreamworkers all acknowledge that our dreams are vital to our physical, mental and emotional wellbeing, although the precise mechanisms of how and why we dream are only now beginning to be understood.
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THE SCIENCE OF SLEEP AND DREAMS
*


Science has come a long way since the ‘heavy supper’ theories of the ancient Greeks to explain the physiological processes of the sleeping state. However, we are no nearer to understanding the necessity for sleep or the nature and purpose of our dreams than we were more than 2,000 years ago. Science has identified, measured and analysed the biological and neurological processes involved and noted the traumatic effects of sleep deprivation, but has so far failed to explain the mysteries of the human mind.






WHY DO WE SLEEP?
*


It is true that we have specific muscles that need periodic rest, but it is not biologically necessary for humans, or indeed most animals, to lapse into a regular and prolonged state of unconsciousness. Even chronic insomniacs succumb to at least a couple of hours’ sleep every night. During the deepest stages of sleep – the stage in which the most vivid dreams occur – the sleeper is essentially unresponsive to stimuli and is extremely difficult to rouse. While this may be no more than an inconvenience to us today, it put our ancestors, as well as many animals, at considerable risk from predators. So why do we sleep? What purpose does it serve and what happens if we resist the impulse to sleep?


The philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE) proposed that sleep was a state of unconsciousness induced by ‘internal evaporation’ of undigested substances following a meal. Having a basic knowledge of anatomy and the digestive process, he assumed that these warm gases would rise to the head and anaesthetize the brain. ‘This explains,’ he said, ‘why fits of drowsiness are apt to come on after meals; for the matter, both the liquid and the corporeal, which is born upwards in a mass, is then of considerable quantity.’ He reasoned that after a certain time the gases cooled and descended to lower parts of the body, prompting the sleeper to awaken.


The speculations of Ivan Pavlov (1849–1936), the eminent Russian neurophysiologist, were almost as fanciful as those of Aristotle. His discovery of the conditional reflex in dogs led him to erroneously assume that the brain automatically shuts down when sensory input falls below a certain level. In other words, we sleep because our brains get bored.


Another popular myth is that sleep is the body’s way of conserving energy, a doctrine enthusiastically promoted by the American psychologist Frederick Snyder. Unfortunately, he failed to take into account the fact that if that is the only purpose sleep serves, we would be able to breed that mechanism out of any species we choose, now that we can cater for an animal’s every need.
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THE BRAIN DURING SLEEP
*


Most of us tend to think of sleep as being a serene, almost hibernetic-like state, but in fact, even the most peaceful sleeper moves every few minutes to keep the blood circulating through the limbs and to prevent stiffness in the muscles and joints. This contradicts the common assumption that we sleep to give our body, or brain, rest. Most of the critical muscular components of the body, such as the heart, do not need cyclic periods of ‘rest’. Nor does the brain, which continues to work away during even the deepest phases of sleep, with sustained bursts of activity that can exceed those of the waking state. In fact, electrical activity within the brain during the dreaming phase is so violent and sustained, in contrast to the limpness of the body, that researchers have concluded that it is as if the brain has become detached from the body.


Clearly, sleep serves a purpose, but even the most eminent scientists still do not fully understand what it is.






THE FIVE STAGES OF SLEEP



Sleep can be divided into five distinct stages, the first four of which are classed as Non-Rapid Eye Movement sleep. These are characterized by thoughts rather than dreams.


• In the first, the ‘alpha’ stage, so called because the brain is producing alpha brainwaves, the heart rate slows and the muscles relax.


• The second stage is characterized by brief bursts of short-wave brain pulses. These invariably lead to the large, slow brainwaves of stage three.


• Stage three sees a further drop in the heartbeat and falls in blood pressure and body temperature.


• The fourth stage is known as ‘delta’ sleep – the lower-frequency delta waves are produced in this relaxed state when the body is immobile.


• The fifth, and final, stage sees the drift into the REM phase where our most vivid dreams occur. This phase is also called paradoxical because the brainwaves indicate alertness, the adrenal glands secrete adrenaline in preparation for action, the muscles twitch and yet the body is limp and oblivious to external stimuli.
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WHAT THE SCIENTISTS SAY
*


Orthodox science defines dreaming as a purely mental activity of electro-biological origin in which the brain processes our thoughts, memories and emotions in an apparently random and purposeless fashion.


Science sees the human brain from a purely physiological point of view, as a soft, convoluted mass of nervous tissue that controls and co-ordinates the nervous system, as well as our thoughts, memories and emotions. Thus, the majority of our dreams may be viewed as a peripheral phenomenon and merely the result of a processing function of this biological supercomputer. This does not help to answer what dreams are or why we need to dream at all.


After making a life-long study of the phenomenon of sleep, specialist Ian Oswald, Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Edinburgh, was forced to come to the conclusion that in sleep ‘we all intermittently experience insanity’.






BRAIN ACTIVITY
*


Part of the problem is that serious scientific investigation into dreams is still in its infancy. It began only relatively recently with the experiments of the German psychiatrist Hans Berger in the 1920s. Berger devised a method of measuring the electrical activity within the brain by wiring electrodes to the scalp. He then recorded the various frequency modulations with an instrument of his own devising, which he called an electroencephalograph (EEG). From the resulting data Berger discovered that there are characteristic patterns associated with different states of consciousness.


•Alpha waves are bursts of electrical activity from the cerebral cortex of a drowsy or inactive person that occur at a frequency between 8 and 12 Hertz.


•Beta waves are electrical activity occurring in the higher range of 13 to 30 Hertz, which were indicative of an active person.


•Delta waves are the third and lowest frequency of detectable brainwaves, occurring at between 1 and 4 Hertz during periods of deep sleep. Other wave patterns were discovered later by other researchers.


In the 1950s American scientists Nathaniel Kleitman and his co-pioneers, Eugene Aserinsky and William Dement, utilized Berger’s EEG machine for dream research. By observing and measuring the physiological fluctuations of their subjects, in particular their eye movements, parallel to the brainwave patterns they discovered that sleep can be divided into two categories.


•NREM (non-rapid eye movement or orthodox sleep).


•REM (rapid eye movement or paradoxical).



THE NEED TO DREAM



Kleitman and his colleagues deduced that for every 100 minutes of sleep, we experience 70–90 minutes of NREM sleep before drifting into the deeper REM dream state for 10–20 minutes. The cycle repeats through the night, reflecting a similar cycle of day-dreaming at 90–100 minute intervals during waking hours.


Having woken and questioned volunteers about their dreams during both REM and NREM phases, Kleitman concluded that detailed descriptions would be elicited if a subject was awoken during REM sleep, while only sketchy impressions would be gleaned if a volunteer was awoken during the NREM phase. Moreover, if a volunteer was repeatedly awoken during the REM phase, he or she would later compensate for the interruptions by indulging in longer periods of REM sleep when allowed to sleep on. In essence, this research suggests that we need to dream.


SLEEP DEPRIVATION



All attempts to tamper with the sleep function in both animals and humans have had disturbing results – sometimes these have been disastrous and occasionally even fatal.


Animals kept awake for more than four days invariably die from severe anaemia and hypothermia following behavioural disturbances ranging from restlessness and photophobia to eating disorders. In one series of experiments, rats were seen to become so irritable that they fought each other to the death. Human beings have a higher tolerance level, but depriving people of sleep for more than two weeks inevitably leads to madness and finally death.



DREAM DEPRIVATION



Researchers conducting a series of monitored experiments at the University of Chicago found that depriving someone of the dream phase of sleep had worse consequences than merely depriving them of sleep. Subjects were allowed to sleep but were woken when they entered the REM phase. As if to compensate, the REM phases increased in number as the experiment progressed to a point where the volunteers sank into REM sleep immediately they were allowed to sleep. When they were finally allowed a full night’s sleep, they spent nearly 30 per cent of the night dreaming as opposed to the usual 20 per cent. Volunteers reported memory loss, lack of concentration, fatigue and irritability for a number of days.








THE SHADOW SELF



We make our own monsters in the realm of dreams. Jungians would call such a character ‘a shadow’ as it personifies aspects of our unconscious personality without which we are not truly ‘whole’. C G Jung himself recorded several dream-encounters with his own shadow that once appeared as a handsome Arab prince. The prince attempted to drown Jung, but was eventually subdued. In this instance, the struggle was seen as a symbol of Jung’s attempt to suppress a part of his personality ‘which had become invisible under the influence and pressures of being European’.
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HALLUCINATIONS
*


The idea that dreams may be nothing more than random hallucinations triggered by a brain deprived of sensory input is one that some scientists resort to when confronted by what they consider ‘irrational’ explanations offered by mystics and psychologists as to the true nature of dreams.


Certainly, this theory might account for some of the more abstract dreams, but it clearly fails to explain those dreams which have proven to be precognitive and the even greater number which have revealed insights into the psyche of the dreamer.


Hallucinations, or ‘waking dreams’, are a common feature of drug and alcohol abuse and withdrawal, some mental disorders and the transitional phase between sleep and waking.


These are known as hypnagogic hallucinations. It could be argued that both dreams and hallucinations occur when the mechanism that censors, filters and sorts sensory input is disconnected, whether by the use of chemicals, biological malfunction or when the brain is drifting from the unconsciousness of sleep to the waking state. A clue to the nature of dreams might, therefore, be gleaned from looking at hallucinations, particularly those that can be induced when sensory deprivation occurs.





‘The primitive psyche of man borders on the life of the animal soul, just as the caves of prehistoric times were usually inhabited by animals before men laid claim to them.’
C G Jung



SENSORY DEPRIVATION
*


The most radical experiments into the effects of sensory deprivation were carried out by the American military in the 1950s. These experiments were instigated after a number of American jet pilots reported having disturbing hallucinations at extreme high altitude where the vibration of the plane was negligible and the sky a featureless icy blue. In these situations, pilots often became disorientated and their perceptions distorted. Several reported hallucinations similar to those experienced by people tripping on LSD, such as one pilot who spoke of seeing his limbs growing longer and longer and his body blending into the aircraft.


In the 1960s NASA scientists devised a series of ‘sensory deprivation’ studies in which volunteers were kitted out in astronauts’ suits and suspended in a bath of warm water in an isolation tank with no sound or light to help them orientate themselves. Even hardened combat pilots demanded release from the tank within a few hours. All of the participants complained of being haunted by luridly coloured creatures, hideous faces, insects and uncanny, distressing sounds.


The scientists concluded that, deprived of sensory input, the brain substitutes stimuli from its own memory banks, stimuli which, being distorted and uncensored, are emotionally disturbing to the conscious mind. But this does not explain why the substitute stimuli from the subject’s own memory banks should be of such a grotesque and horrific nature. Perhaps it is because isolated in the blackness the primitive instincts of the volunteer naturally prevail, namely fear of the dark or unknown, and therefore the ‘visions’ are of a primitive nature.
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Once we understand the language of dreams we have the key to the unconscious.



THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SLEEP
*


Psychoanalysis is a method of studying the human mind and the motivations behind our behaviour based on an exploration of the unconscious. Its most valuable source of material is our dreams, which reflect both our inner and outer life.


Contrary to Sigmund Freud’s belief, our dreams are not exclusively comprised of wish-fulfilment fantasies. Nor are they merely surreal scenes randomly thrown together from memories. They may seem as complex, irrational and enigmatic as we are, but once we understand the language of dreams we have the key to the unconscious. In this language resides the sum of all that we are and all that we have the potential to become.



JUNG AND THE HOUSE OF THE PSYCHE



It is an apparent paradox of modern psychoanalysis that one of its principal concepts was revealed to its founder C G Jung (1875–1961), the Swiss psychologist and psychiatrist, in a dream.


Jung had experienced premonitory dreams and visions from early childhood and was determined to reconcile the mystic’s sense of wonder with a rational analysis of inner space – the uncharted regions of the mind. It was his assertion that paranormal phenomena were manifestations of the subconscious, or superior man, struggling to be heard.


Jung found himself on the second floor of a two-storey house he did not recognize but which he knew to be his own. The second storey comprised a comfortable salon elegantly furnished in a rococo style, and although Jung felt at ease here he was restless to explore the ground floor, which he found to be sombre, with floors of bare brick and the furnishings almost medieval in character. He descended a stairwell which led down into a vaulted chamber that appeared to have been built in Roman times. Beneath one of the stone slabs he discovered narrow stone steps leading down to a cave cut into the rock. In the cave he discovered shards of bone and broken pottery, which he concluded must have been the remains of a primitive culture. Then, just as he was about to examine two human skulls, he awoke.


‘It was plain to me that the house represented a kind of image of the psyche,’ he later wrote, ‘that is to say of my then state of consciousness, with hitherto unconscious additions. Consciousness was represented by the salon. It had an inhabited atmosphere … The ground floor stood for the first level of the unconscious. The deeper I went in, the more alien and darker the scene became. In the cave, I discovered remains of a primitive culture, that is, the world of primitive man within myself – a world which can scarcely be reached or illuminated by consciousness. The primitive psyche of man borders on the life of the animal soul, just as the caves of prehistoric times were usually inhabited by animals before men laid claim to them.’






SIGMUND FREUD’S LEGACY



In the 1890s, many of the tortured souls who came to the clinic of the Austrian psychiatrist Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), the founder of psychoanalysis, were convinced that their nightmares and neuroses were aberrations of either their spirit or their mind.


People had been conditioned by both Church and society to believe that it was their duty to subdue their ‘animal passions’. So Freud’s announcement that even ‘normal’ people were prey to irrational impulses originating in an unconscious region of their minds over which they appeared to have no control was greeted with almost universal self-righteous indignation.


Freud struggled to find a method of communicating with the unconscious. It was not until he considered the frequency with which his patients referred their problems back to their dreams that he was faced with the solution. Far from being ‘the expression of a fragmentary activity of the brain’ dreams are, in Freud’s famous phrase, ‘the royal road to the unconscious’.


Freud went on to state, ‘there is no series of associations which cannot be adapted to the representation of sexual facts’, indicating that almost all of our dreams have a sexual significance, because the unconscious consists exclusively of sexual desires. In Freud’s view, all dreams are wish-fulfilment fantasies representing unsatisfied sexual desires, most of which our mental censor, which he calls the preconscious, has repressed.


As psychoanalysis has developed it has become evident that a single symbol often represents more than one idea, experience or emotion. For an accurate analysis it is necessary to identify all of the experiences that the symbol represents, and not just the one that fits in with the favoured theory of the analyst.






THE DREAM JOURNEY



Californian growth psychologist and dreamwork specialist Strephon Kaplan-Williams has developed what he claims to be a radical but consistently effective system of therapy based on a blend of Jungian psychology and Senoi shamanic dreamwork. He calls the process the ‘dream journey’ and likens it to a form of mythical quest in which the adventure is more important for personal growth than the prize. Kaplan-Williams’ states that the Self, the balancing and centralizing function of the psyche, whose aim is the integration of all aspects of our personality, uses image-making to convey the energy patterns of our inner states.


Kaplan-Williams says that to discover our true selves, we have to become habitually self-reflective and self-aware through developing a relationship with our dream ego, the image of ourselves that we project into our dreams. It is through the actions and reactions of this dream personality that we can discover who we really are. However, it is not enough to intellectualize, analyse and interpret our dreams, because by doing these things we present ourselves only with situations to resolve, not the resolution itself. If dreams are to have any substantial and lasting effect on our lives, we must actualize them.


Working on the inner life in this way will eventually reflect in the image we project to the outer world as we learn to experience life more fully.



COLLECTIVE UNCONSCIOUS



From the images of his dreams, Jung evolved the concept of the ‘collective unconscious’ (‘das kollektive Unbewusste’), a stratum of the psyche incorporating memories, instincts and experiences common to all humanity. These patterns, which are inherited, may manifest themselves as dreams or mystical visions often in the form of archetypes – primordial images representing absolutes in the human psyche. Identical archetypes are to be found in the mythology of every race and culture in the world.


‘Take the unconscious in one of its handiest forms, say a spontaneous fantasy, a dream, an irrational mood … or something of the kind, and operate with it … observe its alterations objectively … follow the subsequent transformations …’. This was Jung’s advice after a lifetime wrestling with the problem of how to explore the unconscious to test the validity of what our dreams reveal.



THE WAKING DREAM



Jung seized on the idea of forging a psychic link between the conscious and unconscious mind through the process of what he called ‘active imagination’, so that both aspects of the personality could be integrated. This, he believed, was the only reliable means by which we can probe the depths of the unconscious in the waking state. In this technique, which is now the basis of the vast majority of dreamwork in the West, the practitioner is encouraged to mine the unconscious for material by drifting into a ‘waking dream’ whose images are to be regarded objectively.
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Our dreams occasionally reveal what appear to be unpleasant facets of our personality of which we were blissfully unaware.



GESTALT
*


As much as we might like to think of ourselves as rational, integrated human beings, our dreams occasionally reveal what appear to be unpleasant facets of our personality of which we were blissfully unaware. And yet, how can we be certain that these aspects are really part of our psyche and not merely fantasy figures from the subconscious?


One of the most dramatic techniques which both professional and amateur analysts can utilize in their work is derived from a branch of psychotherapy known as Gestalt. The aim of Gestalt, which was devised in the 1950s by a psychiatrist called Fritz Perls, is the integration of the various, often contradictory, aspects of the personality, so that patients can once again become ‘themselves’ as fully as possible, rather than become what they believe they ought to be. It is a process that requires them to reclaim aspects of their personality they have disowned, and without which they cannot in effect be complete as a person.


In adapting the technique for dreamwork, each character who appears in the dream should be seen by the dreamer as an aspect of our own personality, which we are unconsciously struggling to integrate in order to make ourselves ‘whole’ again. This involves the dreamer acting out each character’s part in turn, so that he or she can appreciate the various points of view and thereby reveal the ‘hidden message’ the dream is trying to convey.
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DREAMS – THE UNCHARTED COUNTRY
*


Our ancestors in ancient times believed that meaningful dreams were of supernatural origin and were the exclusive preserve of prophets and kings. The main purpose of these dreams was to forecast the fortunes of rulers and their enemies. With the establishment of orthodox religion came a new idea: that the dreams of prophecy and revelation came by grace from God to His chosen vessels and consisted almost entirely of warnings not to stray from the moral teachings laid down by His self-appointed mediators – the priesthood.


In our more secular and, perhaps, more enlightened age we are beginning to accept the possibility that anyone and everyone can explore the uncharted regions of the dreamscape at will in search of creative inspiration, visions of the future and, ultimately, glimpses of a greater reality.



GREAT DREAMS – GLIMPSES OF A GREATER REALITY



Dreams of revelation, or ‘great dreams’, as Jung called them, are not the exclusive preserve of ancient kings, saints, visionaries or biblical prophets. Anyone and everyone can experience these glimpses of a greater reality regardless of their religious beliefs or their way of life.


The people who have revelatory dreams are invariably touched and transformed by a sense of something that they are later at a loss to describe, for it is an impression of something beyond human understanding.
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