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Introduction

Did you dream last night? If so, you contributed to more than a billion stories—dreams from the unconscious mind—that were created in bedrooms across the United States. All of them were unique, many of them vitally important for the people who dreamed them. However, lots of people don’t recall or pay little attention to these nighttime stories. Have you been one of them? By ignoring your dreams, did you fail to heed a message to slow down and pay attention to your health? Did you miss the stock tip that could have made you rich or the creative idea that could have made your life a thousand times easier? Did you miss a key to greater happiness and fulfillment in your relationships?

Learning to tap that wondrous inner source of wisdom and to work with your dreams is one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself. The world’s finest diagnostician, market analyst, creative thinker, sage, and counselor is as close as your pillow.

The advice is free, but deciphering it takes a bit of effort.

That’s what this book is about—deciphering your unique dream symbology to transform your waking life.

THE PERSONAL NATURE OF DREAMS

Dreams fascinate almost everyone, going back as far as the second century A.D. when a Greek named Artemidorus penned Oneirocritica, his treatise on dream interpretation. Psychologists have constructed elaborate theories to explain the mysterious content of dreams; other analysts, more arcane and less scientific, propose their own sets of meanings to dream symbolism—many of which strain credibility or become unbelievably complex. All strive to make sense of the process in books filled with incomprehensible psychobabble or dictionaries of outlandish definitions for various dream elements.

But dreams are not one-size-fits-all. They are unique creations by you, about you, and based on your individual experiences. They are messages from your unconscious mind, and you are the best interpreter of your dreams. Of course, because we all share a culture, many of our symbols may be similar, but we bring our own meaning to them. For example, my feelings about an airplane may be very different from yours if I’m phobic about flying and you love air travel.

Interpreting dreams is not merely solving an interesting mind puzzle. After you figure out what your dreams mean, you have to apply the information to understand yourself and your behavior; make better choices; improve relationships; tend to your physical, mental, and spiritual health; and grow into the best person you can be. That’s working with your dreams.

Into Your Dreams is an easy-to-read, common-sense approach to interpreting and working with your dreams, grounded in contemporary scientific research yet expansive enough to include viewpoints that run the gamut from behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner to the psychic Edgar Cayce. Not everybody, even scientists and researchers, agrees about the nature of dreams and the unconscious. Some suggest that dreams are mere random bits of memory popping up with the firing of synapses in various parts of the brain and the content is of no particular significance. For others, the content is everything. Clearly, both the biology and physiology of dreaming and the content are important. Although the biological aspect is fascinating (and you’ll get that occasionally), here we’ll be dealing mostly with dream content.

I still remember a vivid dream from my childhood, so you can say that I’ve been working with dreams most of my life. More specifically, I’ve been formally pursuing the study of dreams and working with dreamers for nearly forty years. I’ve worked with dream groups, led seminars, taught college classes, and done scores of presentations on the subject. My graduate training was in counseling and educational psychology, my doctoral dissertation was on dreams, and I’ve published academic work in the field.

I still work with my own dreams regularly, and over the years I’ve come to like the notion of using dreams to understand our needs as defined by Abraham Maslow. Maslow was a popular humanistic psychologist whose paradigm of the hierarchy of needs is used frequently in the fields of psychology, business, education, and medicine. He suggested that needs range from the most basic physiological needs to transpersonal being needs (more on this in Chapter 1).

Using Maslow’s notion of needs and an amalgam of other sources, you will discover that dreams are sometimes physical, sometimes mental or emotional, sometimes spiritual or transpersonal. Some dreams are funny, some mundane, some profound. They range from admonitions to eat more spinach to encouragements to reach for the stars. All are important.

USING THIS BOOK

Into Your Dreams is presented in two parts. The first part gives a brief summary about the history and nature of dreams and explains, with many examples, the various ways to recall, interpret, and work with your own dreams. You’ll learn about the people, places, and things you encounter from your unconscious as well as common themes. Want to know what washing your hands means? Chapter 7 will look at some possibilities. How about dancing or crying or flying or running from a menacing stranger? And what about sex? Or dead people? It’s all there in various chapters for you to consider and uncover your own interpretations. There are even exercises to help you along.

In the second part you’ll find a listing of various symbols and some guidelines for possible meanings—but since dream symbols are highly individual, space is also provided for you to fill in the blanks for personal and/or expanded definitions. Think of this as a guide and not a dictionary. The list is divided into sections that parallel the chapters in Part 1.

If you’ve read this far, you must be one of those folks who’s fascinated by dreams and eager to learn more. Let’s begin.


PART 1

UNDERSTANDING
YOUR DREAMS


CHAPTER 1

What Are Dreams?

People have always been fascinated by dreams, and throughout time dreams have been viewed in a variety of ways ranging from messages from God to random firings of synapses in the brain. In fact, every major religion in the world counts dreams as a part of its history and religious writings. In ancient times, before psychologists or psychiatrists, Chinese, Egyptians, Greeks, and others built temples for dream incubation to provide guidance for members of that society. While incubation sounds like something to do with hatching eggs, the idea was to pray, fast, and “hatch” a dream while sleeping in the temple. A priest or priestess would interpret your dream to solve your problem.

The theory and understanding of dreams has undergone many changes since this time, including during the Dark Ages when the study of dreams fell into disrepute. It wasn’t until the late nineteenth century and the appearance of modern psychologists that dreams regained their importance as a valid area to be studied. Since that time, four major fields of psychology have emerged: psychoanalytic, behavioral, humanistic, and transpersonal. Each of these viewpoints and ways of looking at behavior (including dream behavior) has its proponents, as we’ll see in the following pages.

SIGMUND FREUD (1856–1937)

History credits Sigmund Freud, considered the father of psychoanalysis as well as of modern psychology, with bringing dreams back into a legitimate area of study. In 1900, Freud’s now famous The Interpretation of Dreams was first published. In it he wrote, “The interpretation of dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the mind.” Since the unconscious isn’t directly accessible, examining the hidden meaning of dreams provides a method to study it.

Freud analyzed countless numbers of his own dreams as well as those of others, most of whom were his psychiatric patients with various neuroses, and concluded that dreams were expressed in symbols to disguise their real meaning. Freud saw most of those symbols as sexual in nature and stemming from repressed childhood impulses. Items such as rifles, sticks, snakes, canes, or knives represented phallic symbols, and containers such as caves, jars, rooms, or drawers represented the vagina. This insistence that most dreams were sexually motivated was (and remains) the most disputed of his theories. Many of Freud’s colleagues rebelled at this overemphasis on sexual instinct but still used some of his ideas as a basis for their own theories concerning dream analysis. One such analyst was Carl Jung.

CARL G. JUNG (1875–1961)

Carl Jung, a Swiss psychiatrist and, for a number of years, one of Freud’s close friends, is perhaps the most prominent name in dream analysis. Like Freud and other analysts, Jung worked primarily with his patients and their dreams to deal with the neuroses, complexes, and various conflicts arising from the unconscious. He also believed that dreams aided in the integration and individuation (the ultimate goal of self-realization or completeness) of the personality. Jung departed sharply from Freud when he introduced a new and extremely controversial viewpoint of the conscious and unconscious. He described the psyche, the personality as a whole, as follows:



1. Consciousness — The part of the mind known directly by the person. It likely appears before birth, and a child’s conscious awareness develops over a lifetime through a variety of experiences and methods.

2. Personal Unconscious — The personal unconscious is the storehouse for every thought, feeling, and experience since birth. In the personal unconscious, groups of thoughts, memories, or experiences clump together to form a cluster or complex, what we might call a hang-up or a preoccupation. There are all sorts of complexes in the personal unconscious, and healthy growth dissolves them. Jung said they often arise in dreams.

3. The Collective Unconscious — Jung’s discovery of the collective unconscious stirred great controversy as well as brought him fame as a great intellect and pioneer. He maintained that all people are born with a shared collective unconscious, a great reservoir of racial memory (feelings, thoughts, and fragments of experience passed down over generations) called primordial images that predisposed them to deal with the world in certain ways. The contents of the collective unconscious, these models and prototypes, are called archetypes.

Jung spent much of the last half of his life studying and writing about these innumerable archetypes that covered every typical situation in life. These latent prototypes can be seen by the similarities found in myths, art, and symbols in many diverse cultures. Among those many archetypes he described are persona, anima and animus, shadow, self, birth, death, rebirth (or reincarnation), the hero, the prophet, the child, God, power, the trickster, the demon, the wise old man, the earth mother, and a number of natural elements including the sun, moon, fire, and various plants and animals. Life experiences shape and add to these archetypes.

ROBERTO ASSAGIOLI (1888–1974)

Roberto Assagioli, Jung’s colleague and the first Italian psychoanalyst, is best known for developing psychosynthesis, an integration first of the personality around the conscious self, then an integration centering on the higher self. Integration is a coming together, through growth, of the various parts of the personality. In simpler terms, it means getting it all together into a fully functioning and authentic person. This inclusion of a higher self as a part of the psyche is what makes him one of the early proponents of transpersonal psychology and adds a spiritual dimension to his understanding of behavior. In his practice, Assagioli used dream analysis as a technique for exploration of the unconscious, and he also encouraged patients to recount and analyze their own dreams. He emphasized that dream interpretation was only one technique for the understanding of the self and used many other projective methods including guided imagery (often likened to a waking dream), which you’ll learn more about in Chapter 9.

While he didn’t discount the idea of a collective unconscious—and indeed, spoke of it as something that surrounded the individual fields and could enter them by a sort of “psychological osmosis”—Assagioli’s book, Psychosynthesis: A Collection of Basic Writings, delved deeper into the parts of the human psyche. Three of the major new ideas he presented were:



1. The Higher Unconscious or Superconscious — This area is the source of higher intuition, inspiration, genius, heroic action, selfless love, spiritual ecstasy, and illumination. This theory discounted Freud’s notion of a sublimated libido (sexual energy) being the generator of such behavior.

2. Subpersonalities — This concept speaks to the various selves within each person that need to be integrated into a fully functioning whole, while maintaining the advantageous traits of each. (We often see these various selves in dreams.) For example, here are some subpersonalities of Susan, an English teacher—she might be the teacher self, the belly dancer self, the daughter self, the pessimist self, and/or the little girl self depending on the situation.

3. The Will — Assagioli maintained that people are not wholly driven by instinctual urges, as Freud and others maintained. Instead, he argued that humans have the unique ability to make choices, to grow and relate, and to bring about changes in their own personalities. In other words, one couldn’t continue to blame his parents or society or instinctual urges for their dysfunctional behavior.

ABRAHAM H. MASLOW (1908–1970)

Throughout most of his career, Brooklyn-born psychologist Abraham Maslow was a university professor and researcher into human nature. In particular, instead of studying animals in a laboratory or the worst in individuals, he purposely studied the most psychologically healthy examples of people he could find—thus the birth of humanistic psychology. Maslow is best known for his formulation of the hierarchy of needs that motivate human behavior. This theory, which went against the mainstream American psychological school of his day, was embraced by the public and still enjoys widespread use in business, health, and education fields. Among his many honors was his election to the presidency of the American Psychological Association, a group that had once been critical of his ideas.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

In his book Motivation and Personality, Maslow maintained that a succession of needs motivated human behavior. (He also conceded that not all behavior was motivated.) This hierarchy is often illustrated by a pyramid with the most four most basic needs, sometimes called “deficiency motives” or “D-motives” at the base, and ascending to the highest level of “being needs” or “B-motives” at the apex.

His theory maintains that when a group of basic needs is met or mostly met, a restlessness arises for something more. This is similar to how we feel when we think if only we had something specific—a new car, friends, a particular job—we’d be happy, only to find that when we acquire those things, we want more.

While an individual works through these “needs” levels in a progressive manner, this doesn’t mean that someone focused at a higher level can’t also have needs associated with a more basic level. For example, if you’re concerned about esteem needs, but you find yourself in a situation where an intruder ties you up and holds a pillow over your face, your most basic needs kick in. You’re much more concerned about needs for air and for safety than whether your peers are going to elect you chairman of some committee, or if your neighbors are impressed by your new sports car.

This is the list of Maslow’s needs, from the basic to the most advanced:



1. The Physiological Needs — the most basic of needs necessary to sustain life and health: oxygen, sleep, food, water, sex, elimination of body wastes.

2. The Safety Needs — security and stability; structure, order, law, and limits; freedom from fear, anxiety, and chaos.

3. The Belongingness and Love Needs — giving and receiving affection from a mate, children, friends, family, groups, and people in general. Anything that provides a feeling of inclusiveness.

4. The Esteem Needs — the desire to have a stable sense of self-respect or self-esteem in terms of competence, achievement, strength, and adequacy as well as have the esteem of others.

5. The Self-Actualization Need — the desire for self-fulfillment, to become everything you’re capable of becoming, to find your sense of purpose.

While self-actualizers are unique in a variety of ways, Maslow noted certain characteristics in common and offered them as areas for further study. Among these are: a more accurate evaluation of reality; acceptance of self and others; spontaneity, creativity, and humor; ethics and values; and peak experiences.

Peak experiences are difficult to explain unless you’ve experienced one, but are likened to what has been called a mystical experience, though they’re not necessarily tied to religion or particular religious beliefs. Still, it is a powerful feeling of great ecstasy, wonder, and awe. Not all self-actualized people experience such phenomena, but many report having them frequently.

Transpersonal Self-Actualization

In his later years, Maslow described something beyond self-
actualization and spoke of those moving into that level as frequently having and valuing peak experiences. As a part of the newly emerging transpersonal psychology—sometimes called the fourth force—he described this state of transcendence in The Farther Reaches of Human Nature as “the very highest and most inclusive or holistic levels of human consciousness.”

This is a glimpse of something beyond the ordinary self—a higher selfhood, if you will—into the spiritual realm of the mystic or the sage, and toward a more universal awareness.

Cognitive Needs

Maslow also identifies two additional needs that don’t fit neatly into the hierarchy. This is likely because for some people these may be absent or weak; in others, they are observed to be more important than safety or belongingness:



1. The need for knowledge and understanding

2. The need for beauty, order, and symmetry (aesthetic needs)

Maslow and Dreams

Maslow didn’t dwell much on dreams, although we do know that he considered dream interpretation an important part of therapy, and he believed that “unconscious needs commonly express themselves in dreams.”

That small statement by Maslow is an important one and confirms the idea that dreams are about all sort of things and about every facet of our lives: physical, mental, and spiritual. They’re about the mundane and the profound, about sex and relationships, about attitudes and aspirations, urging us onward to become better people. But how are we to know when dreams are about physiological concerns, or about mental or spiritual ones? As you work on interpreting a dream consider Maslow’s hierarchy to see if particular needs may have sparked it.

EDGAR CAYCE (1877–1945)

Edgar Cayce is important to the study of dreams because he was one of the first to speak of not only the subconscious—but also of the superconscious. He explored the emotional and spiritual side of dreams long before such holistic ideas were popular and had a most interesting source of material. Born in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, Edgar Cayce was neither a psychologist nor a psychiatrist. In fact, he had only an eighth- or ninth-grade education (not uncommon for the time, especially in rural areas). It may seem strange to place him among the previously listed august company, but he spoke frequently of the conscious mind: the unconscious, and subconscious, as well as the superconscious. Too, he stressed the importance of will in the growth of an individual (similar to many ideas of Jung and Assagioli). A former studio photographer, Cayce was married with two sons and taught Sunday school most of his life. He was also America’s most well-known and best-documented psychic.

After he accidentally discovered that he could put himself into a sort of sleep state and give “readings” on everything from diet issues to universal law and the meaning of life, Edgar Cayce drew the attention of people who ranged from the most ordinary folks to world-renowned entertainers, and even high-level politicians. People with desperate illnesses came to him for readings on diagnosis and treatment, usually after having exhausted the usual medical approaches, and when they followed his advice, they got better.

Stenographic copies of the more than 14,000 readings he gave are archived in Virginia Beach, Virginia, where he lived during the last several years of his life, and copies are available for study at the Association for Research and Enlightenment (A.R.E.) Library (and online for members of the organization). A great deal of study and research has been done with this clairvoyant material, and many of the treatments for various physical ailments, using a holistic approach, have proven that his advice was ahead of its time.

Levels of Consciousness

In one reading, Cayce spoke of the “correlation between the mental forces in its triune.” [Edgar Cayce Reading 137-127] In other readings dating as far back as the early twenties, he described this triune as basically the conscious mind (manifested physically through one of the senses), the subconscious, and the spirit or superconscious.

(An aside here: The available material from Edgar Cayce’s psychic discourses are anonymous and labeled with sets of numbers. The first number represents the individual or group for whom the reading was given. After a hyphen, the next number is the particular reading in cases where a person or group had multiple readings. For example, the above material was for a man, Mr. 137, who had many, many readings, and this is excerpted from his 127th.)

Throughout the many readings that mentioned one or more of the “triune of mental forces” and its variations, many of the ideas presented echoed those of Jung, Assagioli, and even Maslow.

Dreams and Readings

The readings touched on many subjects, some controversial to be sure, but Edgar Cayce stressed the importance of dreams: “In this age, at present, 1923, there is not sufficient credence given dreams; for the best development of the human family is to give the greater increase in knowledge of the subconscious, soul or spirit world.” [3744-5]

Cayce gave more than 600 readings that included dream interpretations, with many readings addressing the meaning of dreams. Basically, he indicated that dreams are about many things and there are examples of physical, mental, and spiritual issues (similar to the ideas on dreams and needs that Maslow suggested.). He told one individual that many of his dreams “pertain to physical conditions … presented in emblematical form.” [137-24] The Cayce readings offer one of the most comprehensive approaches to dream content and interpretation; for example, neither Jung nor Assagioli dealt with dreams and physiological needs and Freud was only concerned with dreams. Some of his interpretations spoke of diet, impending illness, attitudes, business, relationships, and profound spiritual experiences. They spoke both of the past and the future.

Mark Thurston, in his book Dreams: Tonight’s Answers for Tomorrow’s Questions, points out that the Cayce readings infer that dreams are real experiences, albeit in a different realm. B. F. Skinner, an American behavioral psychologist best known for his laboratory work on reinforcement principles with rats and pigeons, agreed with this general notion. He maintained that dream experiences should have the same positive or negative reinforcement capabilities as do real-life waking experiences.

Hugh Lynn Cayce (1907–1982), Edgar’s eldest son, identified from the readings four broad types of dreams in Dreams: The Language of the Unconscious. The four classifications group dreams concerning:



1. Problems of the physical body (physiological dreams)

2. Self-understanding, unconscious problem solving, conflicts, and relationships (the largest by far of the groups)

3. Psychic information, precognition

4. Spiritual guidance

Many have found this broad description helpful in looking at the range of dreams they encounter. They illustrate the idea that the things that fill your days also fill your nights—a useful concept to keep in mind when you begin to analyze the meaning of your own dreams.

DREAMS AND THE MODERN LABORATORY

Beyond dream theories and analyses from great thinkers, one of the most momentous events for the study of dreams was the discovery, almost by accident, of something called Rapid Eye Movement (REM). REM occurs during certain periods of sleep and has an association with dreams. This information came out of the University of Chicago in the mid-fifties and brought an explosion of laboratory research on sleep stages, dreams, sleep disorders, and a variety of other sleep-related phenomena. Through laboratory research we know that everybody, with very rare exceptions, has periods of REM and experiences from four to seven dreams a night, depending on length of sleep and sleep cycles. By hooking up subjects to various electrodes to study brain waves and eye and muscle movement, scientists have learned that people dream in cycles with stages from light sleep through deeper levels, then reverse the process. When they’ve returned to the lightest stage again, the first REM stage briefly occurs, along with a dream. The cycle begins again, each one lasting for approximately an hour and a half, and the REM period lengthens with each cycle. Although the type of stories and images we usually associate with our dreams takes place during REM, scientists have discovered that some sort of mental process, more like thinking, occurs at other stages of sleep as well.

Does that mean that we’re in light sleep when we dream? Yes. REM occurs when we’re almost awake. Have you ever awakened and felt for a moment that you were paralyzed? You were. A mechanism at the base of the brain shuts down major motor movement so you don’t jump up and run down the street when a monster chases you in a dream. This shutdown also prevents you from acting out in your sleep, such as yelling at the umpire or swatting your bed partner when you play a lively game of tennis in your dreams. How, then, do we explain sleepwalking and sleep-talking? These things ordinarily happen in the deepest, dead-to-the-world state of sleep, not during REM sleep.

While laboratory work has been valuable in teaching us about the physiology of sleep and dreams, these sorts of studies can’t really add much to what dreams mean. Indeed, many such researchers believe dreams are simply an electrical brain phenomenon whose function is to keep the brain juiced up. According to them, dream material doesn’t mean anything, at least nothing provable, and these folks aren’t into vague, competing theory, conjecture, or anecdotal evidence. They value information that can be counted or measured or observed in some acceptable, objective way.

I’ve spent some time in a sleep lab studying, in particular, the dreams of anorexia nervosa patients. Although these young people claimed they weren’t hungry, I could prove that they dreamed about food and other oral activities because I could count the number of times cheeseburgers, oranges, and meatloaf appeared in their dreams compared with a published database made up of people in their age range.

Laboratory research with dreams continues to provide valuable information about the physiology of dreaming and the dreaming process. We’ve seen some interesting studies on learning and problem solving as it relates to sleep and dreams, but if you want to know the meaning or the interpretation of your dreams, you’re not likely to find that information in a research laboratory. At least, not yet.

SO WHAT ARE DREAMS?

After looking at several viewpoints, we’re back to the question we started with: What are dreams? Understanding the different philosophies can give you a place from which to begin, but it honestly boils down to what makes sense to you, what works for you, and what you buy into about what makes people tick. This book assumes a premise that seems to work for many people—the idea that dreams have meaning. They’re messages from the unconscious realms sent to help you enrich and transform your waking life.

While I wholeheartedly agree with the notion that dreams are about a variety of things, ranging from physiological warnings to spiritual guidance (akin to Jung’s “big dreams” or Maslow’s waking peak experiences), there’s a basic problem with this idea. Because dreams are most often emblematic, how can you—without a Carl Jung or Edgar Cayce to interpret them—determine which kind of dream is which? For example, if you have a dream about heart problems, how can you tell if it’s a literal physical warning or about your love life? If you see yourself eating from a cornucopia of luscious fruits, is that a reminder to eat more fruit or it is saying something about the fruits of the spirit?

To interpret a dream as something high-minded and transformative, when the dream is trying to convey a serious physical warning, isn’t productive at all. Such mistakes often happen simply because it’s difficult to determine which is which.

When Maslow’s ideas are added into the mix, a missing piece of the puzzle is found. If dreams are about everything in our lives, dreams are also about the physical, mental, and spiritual needs that Maslow describes in his hierarchy. It’s helpful to first consider your most basic needs, especially when it comes to disturbing or unpleasant dreams. If you don’t find a source among the basic needs, then go up the hierarchy to see if the dream fits into a higher category. Sometimes it may not; most often it does. Don’t worry if this sounds a bit confusing now; it will make more sense later.

I don’t think that any school of thought has all the answers about exactly how the psyche works yet, nor do I believe that we have an exact system of dream interpretation. My own viewpoint of both dreams and the psyche is eclectic and evolving. This book contains an amalgam of theories and experiences. Some may call that eclecticism naïve or idealistic, but I agree with Maslow who said in The Farther Reaches of Human Nature, “I am Freudian and I am behavioristic and I am humanistic, and as a matter of fact I am developing … a psychology of transcendence as well.”

Things to Remember and Exercises to Do

Remember:

• Everybody dreams every night.

• Dreams have meaning.

• Dreams may be about a range of needs.

• Deciphering your dreams can transform your life.

Exercises to Do:



1. Your first assignment is to make a basic needs chart. On a sheet of paper, draw a large equilateral triangle; draw four horizontal lines through it, equally spaced apart and parallel to the base so that it is divided into five sections. Beginning with the bottom section, label it “Physiological Needs” and name a few of those to help you remember. Go up the triangle/pyramid and label each section with the needs categories from Maslow’s hierarchy, ending with “Self-Actualization.” Label the area atop and outside the peak “Transpersonal Self-Actualization.” To one side of the pyramid, list the cognitive needs “Need to Know and Understand” and “Aesthetic Needs.” Making this drawing will help anchor these ideas in your mind. Tuck the paper into this book for future reference. You’ll use it again.

2. You can get to know Carl Jung on YouTube if you have access to a computer. There you’ll find several excellent interviews with Jung in his later years, including “Face to Face with Carl Jung” (parts 1–4). Watch one or more and note how you feel about Jung.


CHAPTER 2

Getting Started

Now that we’ve established that you dream and are committed to learning more about what your dreams mean, let’s dive right into capturing all of the information that comes across when you sleep. If you aren’t someone who generally recalls your dreams, consider this: A man in one of my seminars swore he hadn’t remembered a dream in twenty years. By following the steps outlined in this chapter, he came back the next week with three dreams in his journal.

AND SPEAKING OF DREAM JOURNALS …

A woman named Eva said she’d been keeping a dream journal for many years and that she was continually surprised at how her dreams all eventually made sense even if at the time they didn’t. She cites this example:


I dreamed I was at Disney on the ride “It’s a Small World” with a woman with whom I wasn’t really friends, but worked with as co-leader of a high school dance team.



Eva wrote the dream in her journal but at the time thought it didn’t make a bit of sense. Two years later she found herself in Florida and on that ride with that lady at Disney. It turned out the dance team won a championship and went to perform at the Citrus Bowl football game. Eva says, “It taught me to write down my dreams no matter how silly they seem. Also, if I had remembered it at the time, I would have had a lot more confidence in the outcome of that dance competition!”

Keeping a dream journal is really, really important. Over time, you’ll begin to recognize patterns, and there will be occasions when you’ll want to check back for dates or other details.

There are many types of dream journals, but the most important criteria in selecting one are that it appeals to you and makes recording and working with your dreams easy. If you want an attractively bound book of blank pages, go for it. Many people prefer a plain spiral notebook. They’re cheap, easy to handle, and it’s simple to write your dream on the right-hand page and your observations opposite it on the left page. Just don’t use random slips of paper. They invariably get lost.

What about a computer, you ask? Sure. If you have a laptop or electronic notebook you can put on your bedside table and prefer using that method, that’s okay. Using a desktop computer isn’t optimal. This is because you’re likely to stop by the bathroom or the coffeepot or make some other detour on the way to turn it on, and in that time your dream data fades. Immediate recording is preferable.

Some people use a tape or digital recorder. If you’re faithful about transcribing your information or have someone you could trust who can do it for you, that’s fine; otherwise, nix the use of a recorder. Most who’ve tried that method found they were often too busy to transcribe their dreams during the day, and trying to analyze dreams from a recording is far from ideal.

Learning to catch dreams for your journal is merely a matter of forming new habits. Try these steps before you go to sleep at night:



• Place your open journal and pencil or pen beside your bed.

• Suggest to yourself that you will remember your dreams.

• When you awaken and before you move, try to capture something from your dream—a feeling, a fragment, an entire dream. (Several authorities claim that the feelings evoked by a dream are as important as the content.)

• Write it down in as much detail as possible. Include emotions and body reactions.

• If you get nothing, roll over in bed and see if something comes. (Scientists have found that memory is jogged if you’re in the same physical position as when the dream occurred.) Be careful that you don’t drift off again!

• Date your entry and write a brief account of the previous day’s activities (like a diary). Include thoughts, emotions, fights, awards, dilemmas, disappointments, decisions, etc.

• Name your dream at the top of the page. Choose something simple to describe it in one or two words. For example, in Eva’s account above, a good name might be “Disney ride.” The title will trigger the memory of it or help you locate it when searching your journal.

• Repeat the process each night for a week. You’ll get results. I guarantee it!

Now that you have a dream to work with, read on to figure out how to begin interpreting it.

DECIPHERING TECHNIQUES

“Okay,” you say, “I get the idea, but all that weird stuff I dream about doesn’t make a lick of sense, so how can I use it for anything?”

You’re not alone in your feelings. If dreams can be thought of as movies of the mind, lots of people feel as if they’ve stumbled into a theater playing a foreign film—with no subtitles. In many ways, that’s exactly what they are. Dreams are played in another language, a language of images that’s an amalgam of feeling and experience and unconscious scripts, and we have to learn to speak the language to be able to translate the meaning. That’s what this book is all about.

You may wonder why you can’t just use one of those dream dictionaries to find out what your dreams mean if you’re serious about working with your dreams. Always remember this critical point: Dreams are very personal and highly individual, and you are the best interpreter of your own productions. While we can make some generalizations about themes, characters, and actions, everyone’s experiences are different. If you dream about a St. Bernard, your experiences and associations with the big dogs may be miles apart from your friend Joe’s. You may think of a St. Bernard as a rescuer (complete with the trusty brandy keg around its neck) and a benevolent symbol, while Joe, who was bitten by one as a child, may consider the shaggy, slobbering beasts as menacing creatures to be feared and avoided.

Don’t trust books with lists of symbols and meanings stating such specifics as: dreaming of finding gold means you’re going to be rich, or dreaming about black-eyed peas means that Aunt Harriet is coming to visit next Tuesday. It’s not that simple.

Learning to interpret your dreams takes a little effort, but by using the tools provided in this book, you’ll soon get the hang of it. Once you understand how to get the gist of the story and supply the subtitles, your dreams will begin to make perfect sense. Indeed, you’ll discover that your wonderfully creative mind conjures up Academy Award–worthy productions.

Here are some techniques to help you tease out the meaning. You’ll have to experiment with what works best for you, but most people have success employing some combination of them.

Immediate Insight

One of the easiest ways to interpret a dream can happen while you still have a foot in dreamland. The complete meaning may pop into your head as you’re coming awake. The longer you work with dreams, the more frequently this may happen.

June F., who’d been diligently journaling and making an effort to interpret her dreams for several months, awoke from a long, convoluted dream and thought, “What in the world was that all about?”

Her answer came swiftly as a thought. It’s just as bad to have too little anger as too much. Use moderation in all things. Wow! Instant insight. “Unfortunately,” June said, “it was a while before this happened again, but I started getting immediate insight more frequently as I continued working with my dreams.”

An important point about June’s dream was that the interpretation and advice had relevance to her current life situation. June had been conditioned to rein in her childhood tendency to hotheadedness, to the point where she often completely repressed her anger. This dream started her thinking in a new way, and she said she feels healthier for it. Repressed anger often shows up not only in psychological problems but also in such physical ailments as digestive problems, damaged teeth, or more serious conditions.

In another example, Phyllis J. dreamed:


I call “home” and can’t reach my parents so I go visit and learn they are dead, killed by my cousin Sylvia a while ago. My mother had welcomed her and was nice to her when she came to visit, but she attacked my parents with a knife, and the death scene is very bloody. (I’d seen the bloody scene somehow, and the setting was a version of my mother’s grandmother’s house.) I feel bereft and am upset that I wasn’t notified, but my brother says he didn’t want to upset me.



We can apply all sorts of techniques to determine the meaning of this dream, but Phyllis, a poet, woke up inspired to compose a poem about the relationship with her daughter, “to the effect of I am closer to my friends than to her, that all we share is blood.” The dreamer said that her parents and Sylvia, a moody, distant cousin with her own problematic family relationships whom she rarely saw, were all deceased, and that she and her mother were never close. Phyllis wrote a poignant and lovely poem about the relationship of mothers and daughters. This is an excellent example of a dream sparking creative ideas or productions. Many musicians, authors, and artists have reported that dreams inspired certain works.

Common Themes

Everybody has dreamed about finding themselves naked in a crowd (exposed, vulnerable, or perhaps ashamed), flying, falling, failing an exam or being late to class (even long past school days), losing valuables, finding money or treasures, and being unable to move or run from danger. Every actor has dreamed of forgetting his lines. We’ve all dreamed about having problems with our vehicle (unable to brake, steer, or even find where we left it). We’ve sweated bullets being chased through countless scenes by every menacing entity ever imagined.

Many dream workers and researchers have noted that these and other similar themes often crop up in people’s dreams. In her book The Universal Dream Key, Dr. Patricia Garfield, a noted dream expert and past president of the Association for the Study of Dreams, has proposed that particular dream themes are universal. After examining dream data from many different countries, she has compiled a list of the twelve most common themes and their variations, including the positive and negative aspect of the theme. (A variant of the falling or drowning theme would be its opposite: flying freely and jubilantly or swimming effortlessly.) We will explore many common themes throughout this book so you can begin to form connections when you seek the meaning in your own dreams.

The Dream in a Nutshell

Of course, not all of your dreams contain one of the most common themes. That would be too easy. But always ask yourself: What is the theme of this dream? What is the gist or central idea of the whole story? This sort of theme pertains to looking at the dream as a whole. Mark Thurston, in his book Dreams: Tonight’s Answers for Tomorrow’s Questions, calls a similar notion the storyline. I like to call it the central idea or the main concept—or the dream in a nutshell.

Let’s take Frieda A.’s dream:


I am alone at home (not my current house but one from several years ago). It’s night, and I’m in bed asleep when a noise rouses me. I awake to discover an intruder—a tall, dark man—and I know that he’s come to loot the house. I don’t feel personally threatened, and I don’t care so much about his taking the TVs or silver, but I don’t want to lose the information on my computer. Knowing that I need help, I run out the front door and try to yell for help, but my throat seems closed and no sound comes out. I keep trying to yell, “Help! Help!” until I’m finally able to get the words out. Now yelling loudly, I run to a neighbor’s house, bang on the door, and ring the doorbell. By this time all my neighbors are gathering outside and coming to my rescue. I feel relieved.



Now, using general terms and only one or two sentences, tell what this dream is about. Describe the central idea of the dream as if this were a blurb for a TV show. Give it in a nutshell.

You might say: In a time of need, a woman has difficulty calling for help. When she does, people come to her aid.

Aha! Do you get what this “yelling for help” dream is telling Frieda? It’s helpful to know that she’s a very independent type, super-confident and efficient, who hates to ask anyone for assistance. (Perhaps she has some esteem needs?) Notice how hard it was for her to yell for help? Now that we have it in a nutshell, what’s the moral of her dream story?

Yes, dreams have morals like in Aesop’s fables. Very often the main intention of a dream is to reveal a truth to us. The moral to Frieda’s dream might be that when a person needs help, she should ask for it, no matter how difficult it might be. This is the lesson to be learned, the behavior and attitude she needs to work on. As it happened, not long after the dream, she found herself overloaded and overwhelmed with work for a volunteer organization. Recalling her dream, she asked for help from several people in the organization. They all gladly pitched in to help.

Need Levels

At some point in your interpretation process—and that place often changes from dream to dream— you should try to determine whether your dream is associated with a need level of Maslow’s hierarchy (if at all). Psychologically oriented people tend to think all dreams are about psychological issues, emotional growth, or unconscious conflicts. Spiritually oriented individuals are apt to focus on the notion that dreams are all about spiritual growth and high-minded ideals. However, putting your dreams into these predefined buckets renders you as short-sighted as those who claim dreams are merely random firings of synapses in the brain. Remember: Dreams are about all the things that affect your life; they cover all need levels from the basic physiological needs to the most sublime. Just because you’re primarily concerned with self-esteem needs or with self-actualization during your ordinary waking life, that doesn’t mean that other needs don’t crop up and demand attention. They do crop up, often vehemently.
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