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INTRODUCTION

What’s This All About?

This is a book about understanding and using dreams and dreaming. Of course, 
it covers the dreams we have at night, but it goes much further to deal in depth with the dreams of daytime, the deeper forms of conscious dreaming, and the serious proposition that all of what I call Waking Life appears to have characteristics that we ordinarily apply to night dreams.

It might seem strange at first to associate dreams and dreaming with technology, but there is a lot of precedent for this association. 
Although we usually think of technology in terms of machines and electronics, 
since the end of World War II we have been working with more and more aspects of human behavior in technological terms. Not coincidentally, the term technology is derived from a Greek word meaning “systematic treatment,” which itself comes from a word meaning “art, craft.”

Sports is one significant area where technology is applied in the way I am intending. I don’t mean in regard to equipment, but rather in the way athletes are trained to make use of research into how the human body functions while engaging in a particular sport. First, there is the knowledge of what happens and why, and then there is the application of that knowledge to change behavior in ways that improve performance.

Dreaming is an aspect of human behavior about which we know far less than many other areas. Nevertheless, I believe that it is an aspect of vital importance to human development. We can learn much more about dreaming and can use that knowledge to change our behavior in order to dream even better.

This book is based in large part on my own experiences with dreams. Since the early seventies I have recorded well over 5,000 of my own dreams, and during ten years of running a hypnotherapy clinic I have helped hundreds of other people deal with their dreams. Hundreds more from all over the world learned how to make good use of dreaming skills in the many workshops I have given. To illustrate or demonstrate certain points, then, I use examples from my personal dream journals. I also include research by others on the phenomena of dreaming.

The next nine chapters are about night dreams. After discussing a wide variety of cultural, scientific, and esoteric opinions about dreams, as well as my own perspectives on dreams and dreaming, I will describe the types of dreams we have, how to remember them better, and how to make use of them to improve our health and well-being. There will be sections on dream language, dream levels, dream structure, and dream themes, as well as content. A short section on various ways to interpret dreams is also included for those who are interested. Naturally, there are also techniques for enhancing the dream experience, including some unusual and highly useful ideas about lucid dreaming.

The two chapters after that deal with the half-awake state usually called hypnagogic, which is used far more than generally realized by many people for different purposes. Of course, techniques for using and enhancing the hypnagogic state are included.

The following three chapters deal with daydreams. I explore the dreams of inventors, writers, artists, and others in unusual ways. There will be a section on fantasy, guided imagery, meditation, visions, and more, plus techniques for using daydreams for healing, helping, and creativity.

The last five chapters include a wide-ranging discussion of how dreamlike our 
daily experience really is. This section presents scientific knowledge, 
scientific limitations, worldwide experiences of omens, ghosts, and anomalous 
events that cannot be explained by any logical or scientific process. These 
strengthen my contention that life itself is a dream. This ends, of course, with 
techniques for seeing the world differently and for influencing the behavior of people, things, and nature.

Each chapter ends with a few “Unanswered Questions.” No one knows everything there is to know about dreams, and these questions are intended to stimulate thinking and possible areas of research.


BECOMING A DREAM TECHNICIAN

Becoming a Dream Technician (or “Techie”) does not mean developing complete control over dreams and dreaming. After all, mastering any art in Waking Life doesn’t mean having complete control over the art. It’s the quality of unpredictability combined with the skill of adaptability that makes something an art. No chess master ever wins every single game. No baseball star ever bats one thousand (meaning that he hit every single ball thrown at him), nor does any basketball star make every basket. No bestselling author always writes bestsellers, and even the very best composers and painters do not always produce masterpieces. On the other hand, master chess players win many more games than other chess players, master baseball players hit many more balls than other players, master basketball players make many more baskets than other players, master authors sell more books than most authors, and master composers and painters do produce more masterpieces than those who have not mastered those arts. So, too, are master dreamers able to influence and direct their own dreams more often than those who do not make the effort to develop their skill.

That said, anyone can become better at something without having to be a master, as long as they are willing to learn, to practice, and to experiment.

 

Unanswered Questions


	Can dreams actually play a more important part in our lives than most people realize?

	Is the concept of a “Dream Technician” a valid one?

	Is it really possible to master the art of dreaming?
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Dreams and Folk Wisdom

Dreaming seems to be universal among human beings, but opinions about dreaming are not. Let’s begin our path toward becoming a Dream Techie with a survey of folk wisdom regarding dreams.


POPULAR OPINION

I think that the best way to survey worldwide opinion is through the proverbs of different peoples and places. It’s wise not to confuse proverbs with truth, though. Proverbs are only condensed opinions shared by some percentage of a group of people. Don’t be surprised to note that very different opinions can arise from the same places. That just shows how contrary people can be about the same issues. In any case, the proverbs in this chapter are just a sampling of what exists.

Some opinions that are called proverbs, implying old folk wisdom, may actually come from a particular individual from ancient times or modern. I will note this when I am able. Proverbs from the United States come from an anthropological survey. I’ll divide the proverbs into different categories and make comments as I deem appropriate. Author’s comments will be labeled as “AC.”

The Basic Nature of Dreams and Dreaming

These proverbs simply state some things people have believed about dreams that don’t fit into a common category.

Tibet: I tell you my dream, you might forget it. If I act on my dream, perhaps you will remember it, but if I involve you, it becomes your dream, too.

Africa: Return to old watering holes for more than water; friends and dreams are there to meet you. (AC: Africa is a very big place, full of many different ethnic groups with different ways of thinking. My sources did not identify the ethnic groups from which the African proverbs came, so they should not be thought of as general for all Africans.)

Africa: Dreams are voices of ancestors.

Nigeria: Thoughts and dreams are the foundation of our being.

Yiddish: Golden dreams make men wake hungry.

North Carolina (possibly from Petronius): A man’s dreams are his own. (AC: This implies that dreams are the product of the dreamer, and not any outside entity.)

New York: In love and dreams all things are possible.

Hopi: All dreams spin out from the same web (AC: Implying that they all come from a common source.)

Mongolia : Men and women sleep on the same pillow, but they have different dreams.

Hawaii: Ancestors slept with descendants, and more descendants were born. (AC: This is based on the ancient Hawaiian belief that women could have children from mating with a dream lover, who might be an ancestor.)

Hawaii: It is man’s function to dream. (AC: The Hawaiian word for function can also mean “responsibility, privilege.”)

Dreams as Effects of Behavior

A very old idea based on observations that some dreams are obviously related to Waking Life events.

Africa: A woman possessed by demons dreams of toads in red dancing shoes. (AC: I wish I knew specifically where this one was drawn from, because I’m not familiar with any ethnic groups that use red dancing shoes. Or it might be a mistranslation.)

South Africa: Roasted locusts eaten at night bring dangerous dreams. (AC: There are many, many examples from around the world claiming that eating certain foods will influence dreams in some way.)

Germany: He who sleeps in a silver bed has golden dreams. (AC: Also very common is the idea that our sleeping environment directly influences the nature of our dreams.)

Britain: When troubles are few, dreams are few. (AC: Sounds good, but it doesn’t correspond to experience. Once you start recording your own dreams, if you do, you’ll discover how abundant they can be under any circumstances.)

Japan: Yesterday’s flowers are today’s dreams. (AC: Implying—at least in English—that dreams are the remnants of memories.)

Dreams as Wish Fulfillment

This sounds like what Freud said, but it’s another very ancient idea. Nevertheless, it isn’t true for all dreams, as we will find out later.

Kansas: Dreams are wishes your heart makes. (AC: A variation of this was also used as the title for a song in Disney’s Cinderella movie.)

Illinois: Only in dreams does happiness of the Earth dwell.

Arabia: The dreams of a cat are full of mice.

China: He who is thirsty dreams that he is drinking.

Japan: The caged bird dreams of clouds.

Malta: He who goes to bed hungry dreams of pancakes.

Russia: A sleeping fox counts chickens in his dreams.

Persia: A hungry person dreams of sangak bread.

Armenia: Even if the nightingale is in a gold cage, she still dreams of returning to the forest.

Hungary: A hungry pig dreams of acorns.

Dreams and the Future

One of the oldest ideas about dreams is that they foretell the future. This idea played a very important role in many ancient cultures and is still quite common.

Italy: Morning dreams come true. (AC: This very seldom happens.)

New York: To dream is to see beyond this world.

Africa: Dreams are related to the past, but connected to the future.

Hawaii: When one dreams of a canoe there will be no luck the next day. (AC: Ancient Hawaiians gave a lot of importance to wordplay. This proverb is based on the fact that the Hawaiian word for canoe, when doubled, can mean “to be desolate or without prosperity.”)

Hawaii: A dream is a bearer of messages to man. (AC: This idea has enjoyed worldwide popularity since ancient times and may or may not relate to the future.)

Hawaii: The night provides, the day neglects. (AC: Guidance is given in dreams that man often misunderstands or neglects.)

Dreams as Nonsense

There have always been those who have denied the value of dreams. Some of these proverbs seem like they came from the mouths of neuroscientists.

China: To believe in one’s dreams is to spend all of one’s life asleep.

France: Dreams are lies.

Germany: Dreams are froth.

Bulgaria: He who believes in dreams feeds on wind.

New York: Dreams give wings to fools. (AC: This may be based on an identical phrase in The Book of Sirach.)

India: He who dreams for too long will become like his shadow.

Hawaii: There is no truth in dreams.

 

Unanswered Questions


	Did these proverbs come about as a result of onetime dream experiences or long-term observations?

	Could some of the proverbs simply be demonstrating a fear of dreams and dreaming?

	What brought about the idea of relating dreams to the future?



 

* * *

Dreams can mean a lot of things to different people, even within the same culture. In the following chapters we will explore those viewpoints in greater depth, before I present my ideas on how to make use of our dreams for health, wealth, happiness, success, creativity, and perhaps even spiritual development.
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Scientific Viewpoints

Scientific opinion carries a lot of weight, even when it’s wrong, and it is often wrong when it comes to dreams and dreaming. The main reasons for this are twofold. First, scientists tend to be very uncomfortable with anything that cannot be quantified. Because of that, they usually discount or deny the existence or importance of unquantifiable phenomena, or study only the quantifiable aspects. Second, where dreams are concerned, those scientists who do make a study of dreams typically do so with a very limited number of dreams or dreamers. Naturally this isn’t true for all scientists, but it is for too many. The following is a sampling of scientific thought regarding dreams.


NEUROSCIENCE

Neuroscience is generally defined as the scientific study of the nervous system. What this really means is the study of the brain and all its connections. In actual practice, neuroscience has developed into a vast, multidisciplinary field that tries to explain every aspect of human experience in terms of the nervous system. At least twenty-four major branches have been identified, including cultural and social neuroscience.

Neuroscientific dream studies are a minuscule part of the whole science. One branch, neurobiology, has come up with a prominent view of dreaming called the Activation-Synthesis Hypothesis. In more understandable language, the proposition is made that dreams are fundamentally meaningless, being no more than electrical impulses of the brain made up of random thoughts and images extracted from our memories. “Noise in the neurons” is one phrase that has become popular among neuroscientists. Furthermore, some state that dreamers are really just inventing dream stories upon awakening in order to turn the dreams into something sensible.

It is obvious to anyone who has paid any serious attention to the dreaming process that this hypothesis was invented to discredit the importance of dreams in order to avoid studying such an intangible area of experience. For those unfamiliar with the term, a hypothesis is a supposition or proposed explanation made on the basis of limited evidence as a starting point for further investigation. This is in contrast to a theory, which is supposed to be based on experimental evidence. Unfortunately, this distinction is often ignored by some modern scientists. In any case, the purpose of the dream hypothesis in this area seems to be to discourage further investigation.

On a more positive but still limited note, a team of neuroscientists studied the dreams of sixty-five students for only two nights. The team concluded that we remember dreams in exactly the same way that we remember waking events. When the results of a limited clinical study correspond to the results of a much larger empirical study, it strongly suggests that both are valid. However, when a limited study is automatically assumed to be true for a much larger population, the results are always questionable. Nevertheless, I think the above study is important, because it tallies with my own experiments and the success of certain dream healing techniques I will be describing later.

A good number of neuroscience researchers have taken an increasing interest in what are called non-REM and REM stages of sleep and the dreaming or non-dreaming that takes place there. REM stands for rapid eye movement, a phenomenon observed in sleepers when they are supposed to be in a distinct stage of sleep characterized by the prominence of certain brain waves.

Unfortunately, the more studies you read about this topic, the more confusing it gets, because so many researchers completely disagree with each other. In some studies, the REM stage is the only one in which dreaming takes place; in others, dreaming takes place in all stages. In some, REM sleep deprivation and the lack of dreams that goes along with it result in serious mental problems. In others, it is the deprivation of deep non-REM sleep that can cause such problems. Even more studies claim that what is called lucid dreaming only takes place in the REM stage while others claim it only takes place in non-REM stages. In addition to that, most studies take for granted that rapid eye movement is an indication of dreaming, but one recent study claims that this has nothing to do with dreams, because its purpose is to promote blood circulation to the eyes during sleep. There are so many contradictions that you can’t help but question the validity of any of the results. As for lucid dreaming, I’ll cover that in another chapter.




PSYCHOLOGY

You might think that dreams would be a natural area for any kind of psychology to be involved in, but that isn’t so. One psychologist gave a lecture on the unconscious at a convention, and when asked about dreams he said that he didn’t bother with them. Many forms of psychology do deal with them, though, and here is a mix of psychological opinion.

The Behaviorist View

Behaviorists believe that psychology should be treated as a science, and therefore it should concern itself only with behavior that can be objectively observed and measured. This excludes internal events like thinking, emotions, and dreams, except insofar as they influence measurable behavior. The purpose of the behaviorist approach is not only to measure behavior, but to control it. Thoughts, feelings, and dreams cannot be directly measured or controlled and therefore are not important. This is similar to the neuroscientific conclusion.

The Freudian View

Sigmund Freud introduced a new concept of the purpose of dreams that was radical for his time. Basically, he claimed that dreams were the expression of primal urges like pleasure, desires, emotions, and wish fulfillment on the part of the unconscious, which he termed the id. Because such urges might be disturbing or even harmful to the conscious mind, termed the ego, another part of the mind called the superego acts as a censor to translate the primal content of the dream into a symbolic language that can be interpreted with the help of a psychoanalyst. No matter the apparent content of the dream, the actual content is always determined to be fundamentally sexual. While this may be so in some cases, a deeper study of dreams will reveal that this idea is only valid for a small percentage of dreams.

The Jungian View

In sharp contrast to Freud, Carl Jung developed the idea that the real purpose of dreams is to communicate with the unconscious, which he saw as spiritual. Dreams serve, then, as a way to help the conscious mind to solve problems and reach a state of wholeness. In this view, the dreamer has the power to interpret his or her own dreams in whatever way feels right. As an aid to this, Jung identified a number of archetypal symbols supposedly common to everyone. These include the Divine Child, who represents your true self, the Wise Old Man/Woman, who acts as a teacher, and the Trickster, who keeps you humble. Emphasis is also put on archetypal dreams, those that seem bigger than life and more vivid. I will discuss these more in the section on types of dreams, and I will give some techniques for self-interpretation.

The Adlerian View

Alfred Adler, a contemporary of Freud and Jung, took the position that dreams are a tool for solving problems and taking control of your life. Instead of relating dreams to sex or spirituality, he saw them as expressions of the motivation toward power and control. As such, they could have the benefit of compensating for the perceived shortcomings in Waking Life, meaning that you could safely be aggressive in a dream without risking your own safety in the outer world. My experience indicates that this is valid for many dreams, but not all.

The Gestalt View

Fritz Perls created what became known as Gestalt therapy. The word gestalt is German and basically means “shape,” but as used in Perls’s therapy it means “to be aware of one’s thoughts and feelings in the present moment in order to become a unified whole person, the Self.” As regards dreams, the Gestalt view is that they represent disowned aspects of the Self, including all objects and characters in a dream. They are all parts of the dreamer. In addition, unlike Jung’s idea of archetypes, each dream is unique to the person who dreams it. In order to embrace these disowned parts, the person in Waking Life is encouraged to take the role of the different objects and characters in a dream and have a dialogue with them, or even act out the dream, in order to be fully aware of overlooked or buried feelings. In some cases, for some people, this can be quite valuable.

The Evolutionary Psychology View

As opposed to the ideas of neuroscientists and behaviorists, evolutionary psychologists believe that the purpose of dreams is to help us avoid the dangers of Waking Life. The hypothesis behind this says that dreams are a biological defense mechanism designed to give people an evolutionary advantage. This is done by repeatedly simulating potentially threatening events, thus increasing our mental and physical knowledge of how to react to real danger. The big problem with this view, of course, is that so many dreams do not involve potentially threatening events. And those that do often involve scenarios that do not directly relate to our Waking Life, thus negating the value of any defensive measures taken. One recent dream of mine in which I was involved in a battle between armies using elephants is a case in point.




ANTHROPOLOGY

Anthropology is the study of humanity, and two of its major branches, social and cultural anthropology, get into the study of dreams more than the other branches.

Anthropological dream research consists for the most part of analyzing the content of dreams in the context of the society and the culture that is being studied. Some anthropologists will go further into dream interpretation in relation to the culturally coded rules of a particular society, and some will even participate in the dreaming process within those rules.

There is a huge amount of material on this topic in the anthropological literature and a great variety of opinions given by different anthropologists, so I will limit myself to providing only a few examples of their viewpoints.

Myths and Dreams

A kind of proverb popular among anthropologists is that myths and dreams are essentially different in that myths move from verbal narration to sensory imagery, while dreams move from imagery to narration. However, it has been noted that some cultures do not make any distinction between them, and some anthropologists have noted that many myths began as dreams. There is also the fact that the imagery to narration definition of dreams is only true for the dreamer. Once the dream is told to another person it becomes the mythlike narration to imagery.

Dreams and Culture

One anthropologist has proposed that culture might actually change the content of dreams, and that the content of dreams might actually become absorbed into culture. This seems rather obvious. In our own modern society dreams of cars, airplanes, and high-rise buildings have clearly been influenced by our culture, and a good deal of our culture has been shaped by literature that came from dreams. One has only to mention The Twilight Series by Stephenie Meyer, Frankenstein by Mary Shelley, The Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan, Stuart Little by E. B. White, and The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson. All of those books and more were inspired by dreams, and have strongly influenced our art, our language, and our behavior.

Dreams and Society

Anthropologists have reported that in non-Western societies, the dream is almost always considered a very important resource for hunting, healing, divination, and all aspects of life. In some societies, however, the only important dreams are those of the chiefs and or shamans. Furthermore, in some shamanic societies it is accepted that everything in waking reality first happens in the dream world. A good example of this can be found in Hawaiian culture where Po, symbolized by night, is the invisible world in which creativity occurs. It precedes Ao, symbolized by daytime, which is the visible world of manifestation. Po is also synonymous with the realm of the gods, while Ao is synonymous with the world around us.

Dreams and Reality

Anthropologists have found that the most widespread idea among tribal peoples around the world is that dreams are the actual experience of the self while the body is asleep. I’ll explore this concept more thoroughly later on.

The Senoi Dream Theory

In 1934 a flamboyant adventurer named Kilton Stewart joined a government field ethnologist for an expedition into the Malay (now Malaysian) jungle that lasted about sixteen days, most of which was taken up with travel. While there they spent a few days with a Senoi people called the Temiar. Stewart did ask some of the indigenous people about their fantasies and dreams along with other, unrelated work. The two of them again visited the Senoi area in 1938 for seven weeks. This time Stewart administered mental tests while the government ethnologist, who was now an anthropologist and who now spoke the local language, gathered dream data. In 1948 Stewart obtained a Ph.D. in anthropology. By 1951 Stewart had begun publishing articles on what became Senoi dream theory. Following are some of the main elements of this theory.

The Senoi believes that any human being, with the aid of his fellows, can outface, master, and actually utilize all beings and forces in the dream universe.

Everything you do in a dream has a purpose, beyond your understanding while you are asleep. You must relax and enjoy yourself when you fall in a dream. Falling is the quickest way to get in contact with the powers of the spirit world, the powers laid open to you through your dreams.

The dream which starts out with fear of falling changes into the joy of flying. This happens to everyone in the Senoi society.

According to the Senoi, pleasurable dreams, such as of flying or sexual love, should be continued until they arrive at a resolution which, on awakening, leaves one with something of beauty or use to the group.1

Also included are claims about the exceptional health and nonviolent ways of the Senoi, as well as the practice of every family discussing dreams after breakfast.

Unfortunately, considerable research by numerous other anthropologists conflicts entirely with Stewart’s claims and descriptions. According to their reports, there is no serious discussion of dreams at breakfast or at village councils among the Senoi, no instruction in how to control dreams, and no evidence in their singing ceremonies that the Senoi believe dreams can be controlled. In fact, these people don’t even have breakfast together, which is an excellent indication of how far Stewart and his followers have strayed from Senoi reality. It is truly unfortunate, because some of Stewart’s ideas and practices are really very good. I will present ideas and techniques related to some of these ideas in a later chapter. A more accurate description of what the Senoi think about dreaming will be in the next chapter.

 

Unanswered Questions


	Given that classical science concerns itself with the objective world and quantum science concerns itself with the invisible world, why do so many scientists of both disciplines feel it necessary to denigrate the study of dreams?

	Is there only one valid psychological theory of dreams, or are they all valid in certain circumstances?

	Could science possibly teach us more about dreams by studying the phenomenon from the inside, by analytical dreaming, than by observing the phenomenon from the outside only?

	Do anthropological dream records contain any evidence of dream control among indigenous peoples?



 





3

Cultural Viewpoints

Even more so than with scientists, cultural opinions about dreaming have wide variations, although an emphasis on interpretation is very common. Information regarding more ancient cultures is based on limited archaeological and literary evidence, and on abundant speculation.


ANCIENT EGYPTIAN DREAMING

The oldest book in existence related to dreaming is considered to be the Chester Beatty Papyri, found in the village of Deir-el-Medina and dated to the thirteenth century CE. It concerns the interpretation of dreams and from the context it appears to have been the property of a scribe. We know how important dream interpretation must have been to the Egyptians from the Biblical story of Joseph, son of Jacob, who interpreted the dreams of the Pharaoh and rose to a prominent position in the Egyptian government.

Dreams were thought to have come from the god Bes and to have been prophetic. The Egyptian word for dream, rswt, has been connected to the root for “being awake” and the symbol for it was an open eye. By the way, the ancient Egyptians did not use vowels in their hieroglyphs, so we really don’t know how anything was pronounced back then.

Speculations abound that at least some Egyptian priests were master dreamers and used conscious dream travel for clairvoyance and astral travel to different parts of Egypt and to the Land of the Dead, but I have not come across any specific references to that in discovered documents.




ANCIENT GREEK DREAMING

Like the Egyptians, the ancient Greeks placed a great deal of emphasis on dream interpretation and the prophetic nature of dreams. Unlike the Egyptians, as far as we know, the Greeks also made use of dreams for healing purposes, but their brightest minds did not believe that dreams came from the gods. Aristotle, for instance, proposed that human imagination was behind the bizarre aspects of dreaming. He even made reference to lucid dreaming in his writings. Some of his ideas influenced the work of Sigmund Freud.

Hippocrates, often called the “father of medicine,” was a follower of Asclepius, the god of healing. In the temples of this god patients would go through a ritual cleansing and then a period of sleep in which it was expected that they would have a dream that would provide a solution to their illness. In any case, the priests would interpret it that way, and there are many claims from patients as to their effectiveness.

Aelius Aristides, a well-known author and orator of the second century CE (who is sometimes confused with a much earlier statesman named Aristides) wrote a book he called Sacred Tales, which was a record of about 130 dreams regarding communication with the god Asclepius. The dreams concern healing treatments and guidance that Aristides said helped him become healthy again and to reestablish a successful career after a long period of illness.

Ancient Greeks also thought it was important to distinguish between “true” dreams (those that portend actual happenings) and “false” dreams (those that do not turn out to portend anything). A very poetic way of alluding to this was mentioned by Homer in The Odyssey, where he has Penelope say, “dreams verily are baffling and unclear of meaning, and in no wise do they find fulfillment in all things for men. For two are the gates of shadowy dreams, and one is fashioned of horn and one of ivory. Those dreams that pass through the gate of sawn ivory deceive men, bringing words that find no fulfillment. But those that come forth through the gate of polished horn bring true issues to pass, when any mortal sees them.”1

What doesn’t come out in English is that the concept of gates of horn and ivory is based on wordplay, since the Greek word for fulfill sounds similar to the word for horn (in the sense of an animal horn), and the word for deceit is similar to that for ivory. The problem, of course, is that you can’t know which is which until something happens or not.




ANCIENT CHINESE DREAMING

When I was majoring in Chinese studies at the University of Colorado I was very impressed with the writings of the Taoist (now Daoist) philosopher Zhuangzi (formerly spelled Chuang Tse) of the fourth century BCE. What impressed me most was his famous story about dreaming that he was a butterfly. Basically, he said, “When I was asleep I dreamed I was a butterfly. When I awoke I wondered if the butterfly was now dreaming he was Zhuangzi.”

On the one hand, Chinese writings reveal an intense interest in the interpretation of dreams. A book of interpretations called the Duke of Zhou Dream Interpretation Compendium dates from the Shang dynasty, four thousand years ago. At that time there were also officials in the court whose role was to interpret what the dreams of the aristocracy and royalty foretold. Two Confucian classics from the sixteenth century, The Rites of Zhou and The Lofty Principles of Dream Divination, continued this tradition. After Buddhism was introduced to China it became the monks who interpreted dreams for the people.

On the other hand, traditional Chinese medicine took the view that humans are made up of two types of qi (spelled “chi” in the old form): material (physical) and intangible (spirit). The material qi is in control when one is awake, and the intangible qi is in control when one is asleep. Since the liver meridian is associated with the eyes, the liver is where the spirit is supposed to stay while asleep in order to perceive the alternate realities of dreams.

This idea of dreams as alternate realities is found in a number of popular Chinese stories in which, during a dream, a lifetime of experiences passes. When one wakes up one finds that in the material world no time has passed at all.




ANCIENT HINDU DREAMING

Dreams play a significant role in a great many important writings of India. The interpretation of dreams is so significant that a part of the Uttara Kamika Agama is devoted to a discussion of the meanings of dreams by Lord Shiva. Here is a translation of one part:

Normally a disciple could have supremely auspicious visions in dreams, during the night prior to the performance of initiation (diksha) or any other special ritual opted by a devotee. If such dream occurs in the first quarter of the night, the disciple would reap its benefits during its own course of time within one year. If it occurs in the second quarter of the night, the effect of the dream would materialize within six months. If it occurs in the third quarter of the night, the effect of the dream would be seen within one month. If the dream occurs in the fourth quarter of the night, its effect would manifest immediately. There is no doubt about such occurrence of the effects of the dreams.2

My dreams do not follow that formula, but perhaps it was a feature of that culture at that time.

An interesting difference between Hindu thought about prophetic dreams and that of other cultures is the possibility of altering or diminishing the effects of an inauspicious dream by performing an appropriate ritual.

The Sanskrit word for a dream is swapna, which literally expresses the idea of experiencing something real that cannot be perceived in the material world. In ayurvedic medicine the nature of dreams is related to the condition of the three vital elements of vata (wind), pitta (fire), and kapha (water). Hindu thought includes the idea that the more purified one’s thoughts and actions are, the more one is able to receive the spiritual benefits of dreams.




TIBETAN DREAMING

Tibetan dreaming has been highly influenced by Buddhism and Hinduism, but still shows a lot of its shamanic origins. It is embodied in the practice of “dream yoga,” a way of using dreams to attain high spiritual states. Fundamental to the process is the idea that all experience, even the most enlightened, is a form of dream, and that in passing from sleeping to waking we are only shifting between different dream states. Also important is the need for a guru to initiate and guide the practitioner.

Essentially, the practice involves learning how to be aware in the sleep dream state that one is dreaming, and then to eventually learn how to manipulate experiences and objects in that state. The aim is to fully realize the dream nature of Waking Life and to be able to control the transition from life to death and beyond to further reincarnations.




NATIVE AMERICAN DREAMING

This covers an area of extremely varied ideas and practices, so this section will necessarily be highly condensed.

For instance, the Zuni and Navajo have wide differences within their own cultures. Although most members of those ethnic groups go out of their way to avoid contact with the deceased, male and female medicine people of the Zuni as well as peyote users of the Navajo seek such contact on purpose. Other than that, all Zunis believe that a part of the self travels while dreaming to the past, the distant present, and future places and times, but they do not agree on which part it is that does the traveling.

In northern Peru, the Aguaruna share dreams in special public performances, while among some Mayan ethnic groups of Central America they are shared more quietly. In the latter it is believed that the dreamer’s soul travels the world, meeting the souls of other people and animals. Their shamans consider dreaming and trances to be similar states of consciousness.

Dream interpretation often uses symbols related to mythology in ways that would greatly puzzle an uninformed observer. For the Kagwahiv of Brazil, an incestuous sexual dream indicates that a tapir will be killed, because that animal was an adulterous lover in a major myth. The Maya of Chiapas, Mexico, say that a dream of maggots refers to beans, because the Lord of Death eats maggots from dead bodies like people eat beans.

The special awareness, feelings of expansion, and volitional action related to what is called lucid dreaming has been reported among some ethnic groups, like the Kwakiutl of British Columbia, Inuit and Cahuilla, Blackfeet, Hopi, Zuni, Dunne-za, Xavante of Brazil, and others. Dream catchers, spiderweb symbols hung in or around a sleeping area, are used by many American Indian ethnic groups as a protection against invasive spirits or negative dreams.
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