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I understand why most people regard their dreams as of little importance. They are too light for them, and most people identify the serious with what has weight. Tears are serious; one can collect them in a jar. But a dream, like a smile, is pure air. Dreams, like smiles, fade rapidly.


But what if the face faded away, and the smile remained?


—Susan Sontag, The Benefactor





INTRODUCTION


I SPENT THE SUMMER OF 2011 DIGGING HOLES AND talking about my dreams. Within two weeks, I had blown through the novels I’d taken to the remote Andean village of Nepeña, where I was excavating Moche remains with my classmates and a Peruvian professor. I’d saved most of my suitcase for bulky rain gear and emergency jars of peanut butter; I hadn’t anticipated how much time I’d have when my internet access was subject to the whims of an erratic café owner. So when my friend James passed me a beat-up paperback whose cover showed a man’s brain being penetrated by a ray of sunlight and a puff of clouds, I willed myself to set my skepticism aside.


As I scanned the table of contents, though, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at chapter titles like “Life Is a Dream” and “Rehearsal for Living.” I cringed at the list of exercises: the eerie-sounding “twin bodies technique,” the ludicrous “dream lotus and flame technique,” the ominous “no body technique.” Stephen LaBerge’s Exploring the World of Lucid Dreaming had all the trappings of a New Age self-help screed, but with the closest English-language bookstore a six-hour bus ride away, I started to read.


“Proverbially, and undeniably, life is short,” LaBerge wrote. “To make matters worse, we must spend between a quarter and a half of our lives asleep. Most of us are in the habit of virtually sleepwalking through our dreams. We sleep, mindlessly, through many thousands of opportunities to be fully aware and alive.” In what LaBerge called “lucid dreams,” a sleeping person could become aware that she was dreaming and—with a little practice—control the plot of the dream. I was hooked.


Most people experience a lucid dream at some point in their lives, but only about 10 to 20 percent have them regularly. For some in that minority, lucid dreaming is so pleasurable that it becomes a hobby or a kind of self-help. Lucid dreams can seem more vivid than reality; they can provide a high as intense as psychedelics and even deliver sexual gratification. (One psychologist claimed to reach orgasm in one-third of her lucid dreams, and measures of vaginal pulse amplitude have shown that women’s dream orgasms correspond to real physiological changes.) Others use lucid dreaming to take control of nightmares or rehearse difficult real-life situations. Of all my memories of that summer in Peru—drinking pisco in the desert, finding a mummified baby, unwrapping it under less-than-scientifically-optimal conditions—the one that stands out most is the memory of my first lucid dream.


At nine o’clock, I climbed into the bottom bunk and curled up in my sleeping bag, worn out from physical exertion and the monotony of digging. I set my alarm for five a.m. and drifted off almost immediately, my body too tired to let my mind wander down its usual anxiety-laden paths. And then, the scene changed. It was a summer afternoon—not the Andean summer, with its thin warmth and cloudy nights, but a real summer, the kind of heat so extravagant you jump in the water and dry off in the sun. I soaked up the warmth I’d been craving, treading water in some bucolic pool I’d never seen before. I don’t particularly like swimming in real life; I don’t like exercising in any form without the distraction of podcasts or Pandora. But this was different—effortless and sensual. I had a heightened awareness of every part of my body, the physicality of the cool water and the bright air and a surreal forest enclosing the pool in magnificent foliage. I woke up euphoric.


The memory had none of the haziness that usually clouds dreams, and the details remain perfectly crisp years later. But I wasn’t just elated; the whole thing was also vaguely disturbing. I hadn’t been in my sleeping bag in a dusty dormitory in Peru—I had been transported to some faraway place, and I preferred it there. My jaunt in the pool had shaken my sense of what was real, and I couldn’t explain it without sounding crazy. All I knew was that I wanted to do it again.


James and I spent the rest of the summer practicing LaBerge’s tips. We recounted our previous night’s dreams while we scratched the grime off ancient pots. We repeated LaBerge’s mantra ad nauseam: “Tonight, I will have a lucid dream.” We made up mantras of our own: “Tonight, I will fly to the moon.” We learned to recognize the signs that we were dreaming, like finding ourselves flying or meeting dead people. Every couple of hours, we would do what LaBerge called a reality test, asking ourselves if we were awake or asleep—a trick that, once ingrained, LaBerge promised would trigger lucidity.


The bar for what constitutes good conversation may be lower when you spend most of your time scraping the sand with a trowel, but even after I left Peru, even when I had more than four people to talk to, high-speed WiFi, and whole libraries full of books, I couldn’t stop thinking about dreams. They were so much fuller, so much more mysterious than I had ever imagined.


I began keeping a dream diary, carefully logging whatever I could remember of my dreams in a spiral-bound leather notebook each morning; I had read that it was important to record something every day, no matter how fragmented or boring. The results were almost immediate. Within weeks, the entries in my journal went from a dutiful No recollection or brief, tentative snippets (I am watching the Nutcracker? There is a spider?) to two or three long, convoluted narratives almost every night. My new night life was every bit as active—and at least as entertaining—as my waking hours, and I was stunned: I understood that I had been having dreams like this all my life, but I had been promptly forgetting them, letting them fade away as though they had never happened. What adventures had I gone on and then forgotten? What opportunities—to gain new insight or just to take a break from reality—had I missed?


Most new skills—especially those that promise to change how you experience the world—are difficult to learn. Mastering a new language takes years of concentrated study. Meditating requires patience and frequent, sometimes frustrating practice. Gains are incremental, often imperceptible. But improving your dream life can be as simple as increasing the time you devote to thinking about dreams from none at all to a minute or two each day, sparing a pre-bed thought for your intention to remember your dreams or taking a moment to write them down or speak them into your smartphone in the morning. The process is painless; the progress is swift. And the payoff is life-changing. Becoming aware of your dreams is like dipping into a well of otherwise inaccessible fantasies and fears, signs from our subconscious and creative solutions to projects and problems.


IN RECENT YEARS, scientists have discovered how we can improve our dream recall and harness the power of dreams in a systematic fashion. But humans have been wondering about their dreams for millennia. Some scholars believe that our ancestors’ earliest artwork—cave paintings—were inspired by their makers’ nighttime visions. Dream diaries are among the oldest examples of literature; they have been found in the remains of ancient Greece and medieval Japan.


We live in a world built on dreams. Throughout history and around the globe, dreams have been a source of endless fascination and guidance. We have looked at dreams as prophecies of the future and vestiges of the past, as messages from the divine and from within our own psyches. Dreams allow us to experience things we’ve lost and things we’ve never had. In dreams, the paralyzed can move; the blind can see. Doctors have used dreams as a tool in diagnosis; artists have relied on them for inspiration. The dying take comfort in vivid dreams of the past, dreams that blur the boundaries of consciousness and call reality into question. Politicians and mythical heroes have looked to dreams to make decisions and invoked them to justify war. Leaders have used them for good (when Gandhi argued against the constriction of Indians’ civil liberties in 1919, he said he had dreamed that the country would observe a strike) and for evil (videotapes released after the September 11 attacks show Osama bin Laden and his followers swapping dreams of pilots, planes, and crashing buildings). Even for the less than 3 percent of the population who claim never to remember their dreams, it is still important to understand them as a potent, overlooked force behind famous works of art, religious conversions, and political events.


Our contemporary neglect of our dream lives is not only a historical anomaly but a particular paradox in our current culture. People are obsessed with hearing the latest research on sleep, even if scientists haven’t yet reached a consensus on why we pass out every night. We want to know how screens and modern scheduling affect our sleep patterns. We click on studies warning us that anything less than eight hours of sleep destroys our health, looks, and happiness—or promising that six hours is enough or that some people are fine with just three or four.


Meanwhile, we chart, track, and optimize our time, buying Fitbits and phone apps to count the minutes spent on exercise, work, and hobbies; we suffer from “fear of missing out.” Yet in ignoring our dreams, we squander an opportunity to experience adventure and boost our mental health, about five or six years’ worth of opportunity (20 to 25 percent of total time asleep) over the course of an average lifetime. Sleep is usually discussed as a means to an end—a tool to ensure the daytime is productive, to improve memory, regulate metabolism, and keep the immune system in order. But as LaBerge asked: “If you must sleep through a third of your life, as it seems you must, are you willing to sleep through your dreams too?”


Until recently, there was no such thing as a science of dreams. For reasons both practical and philosophical, the mysteries of dreaming were relegated to the realms of magic and religion. Dreams don’t easily lend themselves to the lab; they are difficult to report in full, and, although a new Japanese scanning device may be able to “read” certain dream motifs, they remain impossible to verify. And the scientists who have chosen to follow their interest in dreams have not always been the kind of strait-laced ambassadors who could have best served the cause. The subject has attracted more than its share of brilliant oddballs—awkward obsessives willing to stake their careers on a puzzle they were unlikely to ever crack. But if the heroes of this story have sometimes strayed outside the bounds of scientific orthodoxy—designing doomed experiments on the telepathic nature of dreams, insisting that dreams could predict the future, conflating their own intuition with evidence—their open-mindedness has also helped them recognize surprising truths. I’ve come to appreciate how blurry that line can be—how legitimate scientists can entertain improbable ideas and how good ideas can come from unlikely places. Against the advice of some of her colleagues, Harvard psychologist Deirdre Barrett accepted a paper on extrasensory perception for the academic journal she edits, Dreaming. “My stance is that what defines scholarly research is the approach and the design,” she told me. “It’s anti-science to insist on a conclusion.”


Thanks to a few lucky breakthroughs in the lab and a recent explosion of sleep research, dreams are finally getting their due, gaining more and more credibility within the sciences. The number of sleep labs in the United States is at an all-time high; it has risen from four hundred in 1998 to more than twenty-five hundred today. We have come to appreciate the importance of sleep for health; people around the world spend more than fifty billion dollars a year on sleep aids, and experts expect the insomnia industry to keep growing. Several universities in the United States have begun offering courses and even entire programs in dreams and dream psychology. Philosophers have homed in on dreams as a nexus for theorizing on the mind-body connection and the nature of consciousness.


New developments in technology have also helped revolutionize the study of dreams, enabling scientists to collect dream reports faster and from more diverse populations than ever before. In the twentieth century, most dream research was carried out on white college students. But over the past few years, people of all ages from around the world have been uploading their dreams to websites like Dreamboard and DreamsCloud, and scientists are beginning to unpack the treasure-troves of data within.


The reasons why we dream have turned out to be just as strange and powerful as anyone might have guessed. Dreams play a crucial role in some of our most important emotional and cognitive systems, helping us form memories, solve problems, and maintain our psychological health.


When we dream, we integrate new pieces of information into our preexisting web of knowledge; the brain sifts through the jumble of recent experience, marking off the most important memories for long-term storage. Dreaming about a new skill helps us master it; practicing a task or a new language in our sleep may be as effective as grinding away in real life.


Dreams have inspired stories that have entertained generations of readers and brought about scientific discoveries that have changed the world. We have dreams to thank for the sewing machine and the periodic table. Too many artists and writers to name—including the likes of Beethoven, Salvador Dalí, Charlotte Brontë, Mary Shelley, and William Styron—credit dreams with some of their most famous creations.


We dream in order to work through our anxieties and prepare for our days; we rehearse for trials and tests, making their real-world counterparts feel more familiar. We confront worst-case scenarios in a no-stakes environment so the actual event feels like a comparative breeze. People who dream about new mazes navigate real ones more efficiently. Students who have nightmares about their exams outperform classmates who don’t. Dreaming about traumatic events can help us heal from them. Conversely, mood disorders like depression often involve a disruption of normal dreaming; a mind deprived of REM sleep—when most dreams occur—is prone to breaking down. Suicidal thoughts have been linked to a loss of dreaming or a drop in dream recall.


Dreams can help us become more self-aware; they draw deep-seated anxieties and desires to the surface, forcing us to face up to hopes and fears we haven’t acknowledged. They offer a window into our psyches; a dream can be the key to recognizing an emotional problem.


If we fail to take the simple steps to remember and understand our dreams, it is as though we are throwing away a gift from our brains without bothering to open it. Some of the cognitive functions of dreaming—like aiding in memory formation—will go on no matter what, provided we get a normal night’s sleep; whether or not we take notice, dreams will help us learn new information and assimilate new experiences into long-term memory.


But if we ignore our dreams, we rob ourselves of some of their most powerful benefits. By paying attention to our dreams, we can access ideas that would otherwise vanish into the night. By tracking them over time, we can gain confidence in nerve-racking situations.


If we go a step further and discuss our dreams with therapists or doctors, we stand to reap another reward: dreams can clue us in to mental and physical issues that might otherwise fly under the radar. And if we go all the way and share our dreams more broadly—with like-minded friends or groups of dream enthusiasts—we can glean an even clearer understanding of their sometimes messy metaphors and symbols. We can become fluent in the language of dreams.


The tradition of lucid dreaming in the West is long, but modern scientists have only just begun to respect and explore it. Though accounts of lucid dreams can be found in the writings of Aristotle and Augustine, it wasn’t until the 1970s that scientists figured out how to study the phenomenon, and recently those techniques have borne fruit, showing us the therapeutic power of lucid dreams and the steps that most reliably induce them.


In the course of researching this book, I have experimented with cutting-edge technologies—like a virtual-reality treatment for nightmares—as well as primitive practices that take nothing more than my mind and maybe a pen and paper. I have learned concrete steps I can take to improve dream recall, conquer nightmares, and exert control over the content of dreams. I’ll explain which methods have been fully tested and which have worked for me, how I went from remembering dreams only occasionally to remembering them whenever I wanted, and how the dreams I recalled became longer, more vivid, and more lucid.


This is a book about science and history; it’s the story of how previous cultures forgot about dreams, and how we are finally rediscovering them. As you learn how rich your inner life is as you sleep, I imagine—I hope—that you will want to remember your own dreams more often and even experiment with lucidity. If I succeed in convincing you that dreams matter, you may find yourself remembering more of them without any special effort; just being curious about your dream life is often enough to improve it. Another easy way to improve your dream recall is to spend a little bit more of your waking time thinking about dreams; reading this book counts toward that end. (People have often told me that after chatting with me about my book, they have unusually vivid dreams.) Good dream recall is a prerequisite for lucid dreaming; if you start keeping a dream journal now, you will have a head start when I explain how to induce lucid dreams later on.


It is an exciting moment to embark on this journey. The questions are age-old, and as researchers have made inroads into this mysterious territory, they have sometimes found themselves treading the same paths as their ancestors. But new research in science and psychology—in sometimes fraught conjunction with ancient and mystical beliefs—is shedding a long-awaited light on the meaning and purpose of dreams.




chapter 1


HOW WE FORGOT ABOUT DREAMS


UNTIL THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, DREAMS WERE thought of in the context of spirituality rather than science. In diverse religious traditions, dreams have been treated as a channel through which ordinary people could experience another world and prophets could divine the will of the gods. The biblical Joseph won his post in the royal court by interpreting Pharaoh’s dreams, explaining that the seven fat cows and seven skinny cows represented the coming seven years of plenty and seven years of famine. The azan—the Muslim call to prayer—is said to have been inspired by a dream of one of Muhammad’s companions. Muhammad’s own dreams gave him solace in moments of doubt and confirmation that he was on the right path. Hindu scripture teaches that dreams contain reliable, if counterintuitive, predictions; losing one’s teeth in a dream foreshadows death, while a nightmare of being beheaded is a sign of long life. The birth of the Buddha was supposedly heralded by a dream in which his mother, Queen Maya, saw a white elephant bearing a lotus flower walk around her in a circle and then crawl into her womb.


DREAMS HAVE OFTEN been valued as a window into the future. In the ancient world, doctors treated them like a kind of magical x-ray, consulting dreams for clues to their patients’ prognoses. “Beginnings of diseases and other distempers which are about to visit the body,” Aristotle wrote in the fourth century BC, “must be more evident in the sleeping than in the waking state.” The Greek physician Hippocrates reveled in the diagnostic power of dreams, taking a literal approach, alleging, for example, that dreams of fast-flowing rivers signified an excess of blood in the body. Several centuries later, Galen claimed to “have saved many people by applying a cure prescribed in a dream.” He made a point of interrogating his patients about their dreams, just as he asked about physical symptoms, and he took his own dreams seriously too; he credited his path in life to a dream in which Asclepius—the beloved god of healing and dreams—commanded him to become a surgeon.


The Greek dream god inspired cult-like levels of devotion. For thousands of years—long after the civilization that invented him had collapsed—pilgrims and invalids traveled from all over the Mediterranean to worship at his temple in the city of Epidaurus, to sleep in an inner sanctuary called the abaton, and to pray for a diagnostic or healing dream. Relics found at Asclepian sanctuaries—terracotta limbs and heads, a finger with a cancerous lump—testify to the vast powers he was thought to possess. One inscription tells of a man named Lucius who traveled to the Asclepian temple at Rome because of a pain in his chest. There, a dream ordered him to gather ashes from the altar, mix them with wine, and apply the elixir to his side. Another describes a blind soldier who received dream-instructions to make a balm out of honey and the blood of a white rooster and smear it on his eyes.


DREAMS CAN BE so lifelike, their sources so enigmatic, and their aftereffects so potent that supernatural explanations can seem almost logical. Dreams of communing with God or visiting the dead can instill a sense of awe in the most committed atheist and compel the more spiritually inclined to wonder whether they’ve slipped across some celestial threshold. Dreams can even change our beliefs. A Methodist missionary once complained that his targets “more often became ‘serious’ about their religion and prayers not as the result of preaching, but most commonly a ‘warning in a dream.’ ”


Some scholars even argue that religion itself has its origins in dreams and our attempts to understand them. Psychologist Kelly Bulkeley and neuroscientist Patrick McNamara believe that people invented religious frameworks as a way to make sense of the innately mystical experience of dreaming. Even ordinary dreams plunge us into alternative worlds, universes with different rules or none at all, where people can morph into monsters and superhuman beings take an intimate interest in personal affairs—worlds much like the ones set out in myths. Visions, whether in sleep or in waking life, propel us on a search for answers. Some research suggests that schizophrenics—whose illness is characterized by hallucinations—are more inclined toward religiosity than the general population.


Dreams are a powerful mechanism for generating god concepts or supernatural agents—intelligent, nonhuman beings who appear to have their own independent will. When psychologists Richard Schweickert and Zhuangzhuang Xi analyzed a sample of dream reports that had been uploaded to the dream-sharing website DreamBank, they found an average of about nine instances per dream of “theory of mind events,” in which the dreamer assigned independent agency or inner feelings to a dream-character. (“A vampire was afraid of the head vampire”; an animated corpse “wanted to leave”; “someone was astonished” when the dreamer drove her wheelchair over a desk.) In dreams, people attribute motives and emotions to figures that they have invented, similar to how they guess at the will of spirits or gods.


There are parallels, Bulkeley and McNamara point out, in how people grapple with the meaning of dreams and how they analyze religious texts. “Every time we decide to ‘read’ a dream, we simultaneously anticipate brooding about the dream’s events and images several times throughout the day,” McNamara wrote in the magazine Aeon. “After all, it is essentially impossible to understand a dream the first time through . . . This same paradoxical interpretive stance also occurs when we read sacred scriptures or listen to religious stories or attempt to interpret our own religious experiences (if we are ‘believers’).” Waking from a vivid dream, like closing a holy book, is only the beginning of the interpretive process; in neither case do we simply accept the experience at face value. Instead, we revel in the raw power of the memory while knowing that we will come back to it. Soon, we will rehash the text or the dream and parse its meaning, initiating a cycle of “endless exegesis, interpretation and re-interpretation,” leading “to new meanings” and even “new ritual procedures.”


Neurochemical changes that occur during REM sleep prime our brains to not only generate but also trust extraordinary visions. Dopamine—the neurotransmitter associated with pleasure and reward—surges, as does acetylcholine, a chemical involved in memory formation. Activity spikes in the emotion centers of the brain—the amygdala and the limbic system as a whole. At the same time, the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex—the main area involved in rational thinking and decision-making—powers down, and levels of serotonin and norepinephrine, which are associated with self-control, drop. The result is a perfect chemical canvas for dramatic, psychologically intense visions: the parts of the brain that produce emotion are fired up, while the areas that keep them in check are quiet. “People have always wondered why dreams seem to generate religious ideas so easily,” McNamara said. “Dreams have a natural cognitive mechanism to produce this super-natural agent concept.”


EVEN IN PERIODS of relative skepticism, dreams were widely thought to have a supernatural origin. At the height of the Enlightenment, rational Westerners still consulted their dreams for guidance and glimpses of the future. “Dream interpreters in early America were as widespread as forgers, purveyors of instant cures, and other hucksters,” historian Andrew Burstein wrote in Lincoln Dreamt He Died: The Midnight Visions of Remarkable Americans from Colonial Times to Freud. Nonsensical guides to dream interpretation (“It is good to dream of white, purple, pink, or green; brown or black is rather ominous”) were printed by the heap. Newspapers published cautionary tales of fools who failed to heed their dreams. New Hampshire’s Freeman’s Oracle told of a young sailor’s wife who dreamed of seeing her husband’s corpse bobbing in the sea and begged him not to join his captain for dinner on deck; he ignored her warning and drowned.


Dreams weren’t just the province of the uneducated or the superstitious. Ezra Stiles, president of Yale College in the eighteenth century, diligently recorded stories of acquaintances’ prophetic dreams in his journals. President John Adams and physician Benjamin Rush wrote to each other about their dreams, competing to see who enjoyed a richer dream life. Adams was especially moved by a dream in which he explained to a zoo’s worth of animals—lions, elephants, wolves—that they ought to form a “sovereign annimatical government.”


The rapid pace of technological change in the nineteenth century only boosted Western interest in the supernatural. Ordinary people, awed by their new ability to travel and communicate across once-unthinkable distances, wondered whether mediums and ghosts were any more fantastic than the railway and the telegraph. In the 1880s, a group of eminent British scholars and philosophers banded together to form the Society for Psychical Research. They collected tales of thought transference and ghost sightings and compiled them into a thousand-page case for the existence of the paranormal. They mailed questionnaires to more than five thousand people asking them to report any dreams in which they had foreseen a death that later came to pass, and concluded that these dreams were too common to pin on coincidence.


Newspapers printed readers’ dreams of politics as though expecting them to furnish clues to the country’s future. Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World announced a nationwide “best dream” competition, challenging the paper’s hundreds of thousands of readers to write in with their most spectacular visions. The winning entrant—the “Champion Dreamer,” as judged by Nathaniel Hawthorne’s son Julian—was a former professor from Maryland who signed his letter J.E.J. Buckey. One night, Buckey wrote, he dreamed that he had shot a stranger and stood by as blood gushed from his victim’s neck. The next day, as he was walking to work, still reeling from the dream, he claimed to catch sight of the man from his nightmare. And the man supposedly recognized him too; he turned to Buckey and begged him not to shoot. Buckey was sure he understood what had happened: “We had both dreamed the same dream.”


IN THE 1850S, the French physician Louis Alfred Maury became one of the first scientists to attempt to study dreams empirically. Using himself as a guinea pig, he played around with his external environment to see if he could influence his own dreams. He had an assistant tickle his nose with a feather as he slept and dreamed that a mask was being torn from his face. He had someone drip water onto his forehead and dreamed that he was sweating and drinking wine. He came to a radical conclusion: dreams didn’t come from the gods but from the world around us.


It would be another century before scientists would appreciate the role of dreams in problem-solving, but in 1892, developmental biologist Charles Child asked two hundred college students if they had ever realized something in a dream that helped them tackle a real-life challenge. About 40 percent of his students said that they had; several claimed to have cracked algebra problems overnight. One recalled an instance back in prep school when a dream had helped him with his homework, delivering a perfectly translated passage of Virgil in the morning.


At the turn of the century, Sigmund Freud elevated dreams to a new status, lending them a degree of academic legitimacy for the first time. He made dreams the focal point of the new discipline of psychoanalysis, lauding them as the “royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the mind.” “Psychoanalysis is founded upon the analysis of dreams,” he declared.


By examining them, he argued in The Interpretation of Dreams, patients—or their analysts—could discover their secret wishes and unravel the unconscious, thus empowering them to treat their neuroses. Since dreams arise from our own minds, every part of the dream—strangers, lovers, inanimate objects—symbolizes some aspect of the self.


One of Freud’s most radical claims was that dreams represent wish fulfillment; they allow us to satisfy desires that we are aware of as well as wishes we can’t acknowledge even to ourselves. The wish may be as profound as a longing to return to childhood and secure the love of an emotionally distant parent or as simple as wanting to alleviate a hunger pang that has arisen in the night. When she was nineteen months old, Freud’s daughter Anna threw up after gorging on strawberries and wasn’t allowed to eat for the rest of the day. That night, Sigmund heard her cry out in her sleep: “Anna Feud, strawberry, huckleberry, omelette, pap!” In a dream, her father presumed, the baby was satisfying her hunger.


Usually, the wish is not so transparent. Freud believed that the oblique nature of dreams constitutes a layer of protection allowing us to sleep through the night without being overwhelmed by the issues at the dreams’ core; like sunglasses shielding retinas from direct sunlight, they insulate us from what we can’t handle. Freud distinguished between the dream’s “manifest content” (the plots and images as they are remembered) and its “latent content” (the repressed desires that inspire them). Throughout the day, he believed, a mechanism called the “censor” policed the mind, keeping socially unacceptable or dangerous thoughts at bay. During sleep, he suspected that the censor stopped functioning, letting some of the inappropriate thoughts leak into conscious territory.


In some dreams, the latent content is thoroughly disguised; in others, as in the dreams of children, it’s more accessible. Ambiguous latent thoughts are transformed into more legible manifest content through what Freud called “dream-work.” Working backward through its component processes—condensation, displacement, considerations of representability, and secondary revision—should enable a psychoanalyst to unravel the dream’s meaning and identify the issue at its core.


Through condensation, different elements of the dreamer’s life are woven together, subverting the laws of time and space. A character may have the body of one person but the name of another or appear in some incongruous setting. An acquaintance from elementary school might be hanging out at the office; a lecture you’d expect from a parent might be delivered by a public figure. It’s one of the most disconcerting characteristics of dreams. As Milan Kundera mused in the novel Identity, dreams “impose an unacceptable equivalence among the various periods of the same life, a leveling contemporaneity of everything a person has ever experienced; they discredit the present by denying it its privileged status.”


In a related process, displacement, the sleeping mind conflates the important with the irrelevant. Some trivial thing might seem like the main plot; the essence of the dream may appear as a minor detail. Through considerations of representability, thoughts are transformed into pictures and visual symbols. Freud compared this process to the writing of a poem: as the poet creates verses out of feelings and ideas, so the dreamer creates pictures out of latent dream-thoughts. In the final process, secondary revision, the mind gives in to its natural tendency to make order out of disorder and “fills up the gaps in the dream-structure with shreds and patches,” uniting the dream’s disparate elements into a story with some degree of coherence.


The overwhelming majority of symbols in dreams, according to Freud, refer to sex or anatomy. The list of items that represent the “male organ” include “all elongated objects”; umbrellas (whose opening “might be likened to an erection”); knives, guns, hammers, weapons, and tools; a woman’s hat; a man’s necktie, because it hangs down his body; and “all complicated machines and appliances.” Stand-ins for women and the womb include hollow objects like boxes, chests, cupboards; ships and vessels; rooms, because they have entrances; and tables, “because they have no protruding contours.” Climbing up or down a ladder or staircase signifies intercourse. Children symbolize genitals, “since men and women are in the habit of fondly referring to their genitals as little man, little woman, little thing.” Playing with a child is, by extension, a symbol for masturbation. Freud insisted to one patient that the color pink, which she associated with the shade of “carnations,” actually represented her “carnal” desire.


One patient affected by this new theory of dreams was a Russian aristocrat named Sergei Pankejeff; Freud referred to him as “the Wolf Man.” After years of unsuccessful analysis, Freud decided that Pankejeff’s depression could be traced to a childhood trauma that he would have forgotten—if he didn’t remember the nightmare it had inspired. In the dream, which he’d had around the age of four, Pankejeff noticed a pack of white wolves perching on the branches of a tree outside his window and watched them from his bed, petrified. Freud noted that the wolves were not moving and concluded that his patient had been craving stillness because he had witnessed some frenzied or violent motion at home. He extrapolated, creatively, that the Wolf Man had once walked in on his parents having sex.


The Interpretation of Dreams flopped in 1900; six years after it was printed, only a few hundred copies had been sold. But its reach grew over the next several years, as did the reputation of Freud’s psychoanalytic movement, bringing about a new focus on dreams in the profession. One early Freud admirer was the up-and-coming Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung. In his own life, Jung trusted his dreams, letting them guide important decisions. When he graduated from school, he couldn’t make up his mind about what to study next; he was fascinated by science but equally enthralled by history and philosophy. A striking pair of dreams gave him clarity. In one, he was walking along the Rhine River when he came across a grave mound. He stopped to excavate it and was thrilled to discover a pile of prehistoric bones. In the second dream, he stumbled upon a clear pool in a dark forest; when he peered into the water, he saw a shimmering aquatic animal. Jung awoke from these dreams with “an intense desire for knowledge.” They confirmed his passion for the natural world, and he embarked happily on his college career in science and medicine.


Jung sent Freud a fawning letter in 1906, and the two men struck up an enthusiastic correspondence. They met in person the next year and talked for nearly thirteen hours. Freud felt that he had finally found a worthy protégé. “If I am Moses, then you are Joshua and will take possession of the promised land of psychiatry,” Freud wrote to Jung in 1909. He called Jung his “eldest son,” his “successor and crown prince.”


But cracks in the relationship soon emerged. Freud felt threatened by the younger man and disapproved of his interest in the supernatural, and Jung came to resent Freud’s condescension. One of their most vehement disagreements—one of the issues that led to their final break in 1913—was about the role of sexuality in the unconscious. Jung criticized Freud for refusing to consider the unconscious as more than a breeding ground for base desires and disputed Freud’s obsessive focus on sex in the interpretation of dreams and psychoanalysis as a whole. He agreed that dreams revealed suppressed desires but insisted that those wishes encompassed much more than sexual fantasies. “The dream gives a true picture of the subjective state, while the conscious mind denies that this state exists, or recognizes it only grudgingly,” Jung wrote in Modern Man in Search of a Soul. “Dreams give information about the secrets of the inner life and reveal to the dreamer hidden factors of his personality. As long as they are undiscovered, they disturb his waking life and betray themselves only in the form of symptoms.”


Jung believed that the individual unconscious “rests upon a deeper layer, which does not derive from personal experience and is not a personal acquisition but is inborn.” His “collective unconscious” is a basic psychic structure shared by all humankind, built out of a universal set of symbols and instincts that date back to a time before memory or history. It is composed of archetypes, like the Wise Old Man and the Great Mother, that are “found in all times and among all peoples” and are represented in myth, art, religious rituals, psychotic hallucinations, and dreams. The soul is made up of two complementary archetypes, the animus (which represents a woman’s masculine energy) and the anima (which represents a man’s feminine side). The shadow archetype encompasses the dark, animalistic side of the personality. The most important archetype, the Self, represents the integration of the conscious and the unconscious and different components of the personality. Just as the body regulates itself by maintaining a healthy temperature, so the psyche strives for a balance between the conscious and the unconscious. According to Jung, a man must accept enough of his anima to relate to women; a woman must incorporate her animus without letting it overwhelm her (lest she become too competitive or too interested in life outside the home). The shadow aspects should not be eliminated but integrated.


Jung believed that dreams could help people identify the parts of their psyches that had been overshadowed or neglected. One patient of his, a young man, dreamed that his father was driving recklessly, careening back and forth and finally crashing into a wall. Shocked, the son chastised his father, who only laughed, and the son realized that his father was drunk. In his waking life, the young man idolized his father, a responsible, successful man who would never do anything so dangerous. So why did he cast his father in this uncharacteristic role in his dream? Over the course of their conversations, Jung realized that the young man was overly dependent on his father’s approval; his concern about his father’s opinions was interfering with his own development. The man’s unconscious, Jung decided, was compensating by raising up the son and diminishing the father. This interpretation resonated with the young man, who agreed that he needed to stop giving his father’s opinion so much weight.


There was another trend bubbling up in the early twentieth century that helped tilt Westerners’ attention toward dreams: anthropologists and ethnologists were taking a new, more serious interest in the culture of their indigenous neighbors. By the 1920s, American Indian arts and crafts were all the rage, and intellectuals were experimenting with hallucinogens in New York salons. And they were fascinated by American Indians’ reverence for dreams.


In many indigenous cultures, dreams have been treated as a bridge between this world and the other, a sacred sphere where spirits and ancestors could communicate with the living. A dream about a powerful animal might be interpreted as a sign that a hunt for that animal would be successful. “The Iroquois have, properly speaking, only a single Divinity—the Dream,” a Jesuit missionary, Jacques Frémin, wrote in 1669. “To it they render their submission, and follow all its orders with the utmost exactness.” (The missionaries may not have grasped the nuances of local belief systems, but their reports enchanted Westerners.) Frémin recalled how one Iroquois man reacted to a dream about bathing: “Upon waking, he ran to several cabins and asked his friends to throw a kettle of water over his body, despite the freezing cold.” Another acquaintance traveled five hundred miles to Quebec because he had dreamed of buying a dog there. They felt obliged to act out their dreams, even their nightmares. One missionary claimed to have watched a Huron man chop off his own finger after dreaming that it had been amputated.


Jean de Brébeuf, who spent most of his life trying to convert the Huron to Christianity, also wrote about the locals’ respect for dreams. “They have a faith in dreams which surpasses all belief,” he wrote. As Brébeuf understood it, they heeded their dreams’ decrees, no matter how random or elaborate. When one of his neighbors dreamed of preparing a feast, he ran to Brébeuf’s house in the middle of the night, woke him up, and asked to borrow a kettle. If a sick person dreamed that a game of lacrosse could expel the demon that was making him ill, then, “no matter how insignificant the person may be, you will see a fine field where village contends against village for lacrosse supremacy.”


When anthropologist Jackson Steward Lincoln embedded with indigenous groups three hundred years later, he found their faith in dreams intact. The Navajo he met explained that shaking hands with a dead person in a dream was akin to a death sentence. (With complicated rituals and good luck, a disaster foretold by a dream might be averted.) The Crow believed that dreams and visions determined an individual’s entire path in life; success was credited to good dreams, and failure was blamed on their absence. Crow men would take elaborate steps to invite these all-important dreams; they might isolate themselves in the mountains, haul around buffalo on their backs, or cut off finger joints as a sacrifice.


In one widespread initiation rite, the vision quest, sleep-deprived adolescent boys were sent into the wilderness, alone, to fast and pray. Each boy remained in the woods—often for several nights—until he had a vivid dream about an animal, which granted him secret knowledge and supernatural powers. “The ritual was deliberately designed to place the child in a condition of extreme physical pain and emotional distress—socially isolated, deprived of food and water, exposed to the elements, and vulnerable to attack by wild animals,” Kelly Bulkeley wrote in Dreaming in the World’s Religions. “Judged by contemporary American legal standards, these practices would probably be considered child abuse.” By American Indian ones, they were just the opposite; the vision quest was a privilege, an opportunity for a profound religious experience. Its value was not only spiritual but social—surviving the dangerous rite of passage would help the initiate gain status within the tribe.


“The dream is an actual experience, not indistinguishable from waking reality . . . but rather significantly and importantly different from it” was how Michele Stephen, an anthropologist who lived with the Mekeo of Papua New Guinea in the 1970s, summed up her hosts’ attitude toward their dreams. For the Mekeo, the dream represented the nighttime action of the soul, which is liberated from the body in sleep. It “allows men access to a realm of knowledge and power usually hidden from them,” giving them clues about the future and insight into the secret wishes and intentions of other tribe members. If a sorcerer wanted to speak with a dead relative in a dream, he could take a piece of the body—“usually a finger bone, nail parings, or hair removed from the corpse before burial and kept for this purpose”—and recite an incantation over it. If someone dreamed of being wounded in a fight or attacked by a wild animal, he would avoid public places for weeks. After traveling eighty miles to attend school, one young man—an aspiring teacher—dreamed that he was trapped in a hellscape of fire and evil spirits. He understood his nightmare as a sign that the gods would punish him if he left his family to chase his own ambitions, so he quit the program and moved home. Dreams could cut across the usual social hierarchies: men and women, young and old, were all capable of prophetic dreams that would prompt collective action. If anyone dreamed of catching a fish with a hook, then the entire village must mobilize against the evil spirits on the horizon. As one Mekeo man explained: “The whole village is run by dreams!”


Canadian anthropologist Sylvie Poirier, who lived with indigenous Australians in the Western Desert in the 1980s and 1990s, also marveled at the entanglement of dreams and everyday life. “It was quite frequent for people to share, at will, their dreams, mostly around the campfire where friends and relatives had gathered for morning tea,” she wrote. For the Rarámuri of northwestern Mexico, “ ‘What did you dream last night?’ is rivaled only by ‘How many times did you have sex?’ as the most popular morning greeting among men,” according to a researcher who embedded with them in the 1970s and 1980s. Dream talk wasn’t limited to the morning either. The Rarámuri slept not in one eight-hour stretch but in bouts of a few hours each, giving them ample opportunities to talk about their dreams throughout the night.


LIKE ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND ethnographers, midcentury psychologists liked to catalog and count, breaking the world into demographically manageable bits. One of the first empirically minded post-Freudian scientists to champion the idea that dreams could reveal buried emotions was a psychologist named Calvin Hall, and he drew on content analysis—a new technique that was catching on in the social sciences—to prove it.


In the 1940s, Hall and a colleague, Robert Van de Castle, began collecting dreams from their students at Case Western Reserve University. As soon as they had gathered a big enough sample, they set to work looking for themes and drawing up norms. They read through each dream as though it were a story, tallying different actions and archetypes, sorting the dream-interactions into categories: failures, successes, aggressions. They counted the number of friends, family members, strangers, and animals. They calculated the ratio of male to female characters. They considered whether the dreamer was making social overtures or only fielding them. They tallied the incidence of activities like eating and sex.


Hall and Van de Castle’s analysis revealed a handful of startling patterns. Flying in the face of Freud’s hypothesis that dreams fulfill secret wishes, these dream reports were overwhelmingly negative. Aggressive encounters outnumbered friendly ones by two to one; half of men’s dreams and one-third of women’s featured some kind of physical attack. More than two-thirds of the emotions were negative, with fear, helplessness, and anxiety taking the top slots. There were stark gender differences too, some of which came as less of a surprise. Sex appeared in men’s dreams four times as often as in women’s. Men’s psychic landscapes were dominated by other men—male characters outnumbered female ones by a ratio of two to one—but women dreamed equally of men and women.


Even as Hall and Van de Castle contradicted one aspect of Freud’s theory, they confirmed another: dreams could offer an important window into psychic dramas and internal conflicts. When they analyzed people’s dreams alongside other measures of their attitudes and personalities, they discovered a noteworthy continuity. Those who were more aggressive in the daytime tended to antagonize others in their dreams, while those who felt powerless were likelier to dream about being persecuted. People with mostly positive interactions in their dreams tended to score high on measures of confidence and social control, while dreams of frustration and anxiety were linked to psychopathology and aggression. All of this might sound obvious, but creating a sort of dream database helped reveal significant exceptions that might otherwise have gone unrecognized. An individual’s deviation from the norms could offer clues into how her mind worked—what she thought about, how she related to others, how she saw her place in the world.


A dream world populated by strangers, for instance, is a sign of social alienation; a low friend percentage can be a symptom of mental illness. One study found that friends accounted for only 18 percent of the characters in schizophrenic dreams, and 22 percent in the dreams of the depressed. “If you think about the social situation in which these groups live, it makes perfectly good sense,” said psychiatrist Milton Kramer. Schizophrenics dream about strangers, and they “live in a world where their human contacts are decreased. If you count the number of people schizophrenics talk to during the day, it’s less than normal people.” Depressed people, whose “troubles may be related to their family situation,” may dream disproportionately of family structures and family members—if not their own relatives, then people identified by family role: a son, a daughter, a brother.


Thanks to Hall and Van de Castle’s quantitative system, psychologists could compare the dreams of different populations no matter how they felt about Freud. Dreaming, they discovered, changed in predictable ways when people underwent episodes of depression or struggled with drinking problems or eating disorders. Tracking a patient’s dreams could help them understand dangerous conditions.


As psychiatrists began questioning Freudian theory in the decades after his death, they found that his ideas about dreams didn’t always stand up to newer research. Nor did those of his one-time protégé Carl Jung. Jung’s beliefs are impossible to test empirically; the existence of the collective unconscious can’t be proven or disproven, but it’s more plausible that the commonalities in our dreams and symbolic repertoire stem from universal human experiences like growing up, having a body, and learning to participate in a social group. Hall and Van de Castle’s discovery that most dreams are unpleasant cast doubt on Freud’s idea about wish fulfillment. And the dreams of young children—like Anna Freud and the Wolf Man—figured prominently in Freud’s theory, but subsequent studies suggested that children’s dreams are typically not sophisticated enough to reflect wishes, hidden or otherwise.


In the 1960s, University of Wyoming psychologist David Foulkes advanced a theory that kids usually didn’t remember their dreams before the age of around nine. Even when they were woken up out of a REM phase, children between three and five could recall a dream less than a quarter of the time, and the dreams they did report typically consisted of little more than simple, motionless images. That discovery—like many others in this story—came about not through some clever scheme, but by accident. Foulkes originally wanted to find out if he could manipulate the emotional register of kids’ dreams, and he invited children into his lab for a nighttime screening of either a violent or a neutral episode of Daniel Boone, a TV show based on an eighteenth-century American pioneer. His results were not particularly interesting; the kids’ dreams were no different whether Boone was threatening to “open” captors “from the scalp down” or playing matchmaker for a wealthy miner. But the experiment sparked a more fruitful line of inquiry.
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