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Introduction

Every image that comes up in a dream means something, but the same image may mean different things for different people, or for the same person at different times in his or her life. The purpose of this dictionary is, therefore, to present the various possible meanings of the images that may occur in your dreams; it is up to you to select the one that seems to apply to your particular situation.

In this Introduction we look at how to work out which of the meanings given for a particular dream applies to your own external situation or inner state of mind. Be assured that interpreting your dreams is something you can do for yourself, so long as you have at least a respectful attitude towards your dreams, with a belief that they may have something valuable to say to you, and a determination to be open and honest with yourself. More often than not, the people, places, objects and events in your dreams represent parts of yourself: feelings, fears, desires, attitudes and so on. You may not be consciously aware of these, and one of the main functions of dreams is to make you aware of these hidden parts and to ask you to give them your attention. You therefore need to be willing to accept that there may be aspects of your personality that you do not know about or, more important, have not acknowledged. This is where honesty comes in: being honest with yourself means acknowledging those parts of you that, for whatever reason, you have so far preferred to ignore.




How to Interpret Your Dreams

First, here are a few simple tips for anyone embarking on the great adventure of interpreting dreams.

RECORD YOUR DREAMS

Get into the habit of writing down your dreams straight away. That means having pen and paper at your bedside and the determination to wake up and sit up after a dream and immediately write it down. It is a good idea to put the day and date at the top of the page before going to sleep. This is an outward expression of your serious intention to take note of your dreams; and it also means that, on waking, you can get straight down to writing out your dream. Anything that might come between the dream and the writing could obliterate or severely reduce your recollection.

Instead of writing, you could make a voice recording – unless you have a sleeping partner whom you would rather not waken. Whichever method you use, be sure to use the present tense: ‘I am walking along a road; a car overtakes me …’ not ‘I was walking along the road, when a car overtook me …’. Using the present tense helps you to relive the dream more vividly and therefore remember more of its detail.

Keeping an electronic record can be useful for your dream interpreting, enabling you to sort through the records of your dreams from time to time to see if there are any recurring themes. For further information, see Calvin Hall’s book, The Meaning of Dreams.

Record your dreams in as much detail as possible. Anything in a dream may be important when it comes to interpretation. What in the dream itself seems to be quite trivial or merely incidental to the main action may, in fact, turn out to be the key that unlocks the meaning of the whole dream. For example, always note the colour and shape of anything. If there is any movement, in what direction is it – right or left, clockwise or anticlockwise, towards or away from you? Is a person male or female, young or old, fair or dark, attractive or unattractive, smiling or frowning? What is he or she wearing; and what does the person say (exact words, if possible)? Is the sundial in the centre of the garden or off-centre? Are the plants in bloom, and if they are, what colour are they? What season of the year is it? How many people (or steps, or animals) are there? Is the house or other building old or new, and on which floor of the building does the action take place?

Don’t worry too much if such details do not appear in your dreams. I am only saying that, if details are given in a dream, you should not omit them from your report. And having been told this, you will probably find that from now on your dreams do contain lots of detail that was either not present or not noticed in previous dreams.

LOOK AT SEVERAL DREAMS TOGETHER

Don’t think you have to work out the meaning of every dream straight away. Of course, there is no harm in jotting down what strikes you there and then as its obvious meaning. However, before finally making up your mind about the meaning of any single dream, it is best to make a record of several dreams and look at them together, to see if there is a common pattern. There may be a recurring image, or different images saying the same thing.

It may also be enlightening and helpful to look back every now and then over the dreams of the last year, or two or three years, or even longer. That way you may see how much or how little you have changed over that period. You will see how much you have learned from your dreams, or how much – or little – notice you have taken of them in ordering or re-ordering your daily life.

If you make a mistake in interpreting a dream, you may find that your next dream corrects your mistake. Dreams come from the unconscious, and the unconscious works intelligently and with a purpose. If you respect your unconscious and show your respect by paying attention to what it is saying to you in your dreams, your unconscious will cooperate with you and assist you towards a true understanding of its messages.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF DREAMS

A dream not only appears within the context of an ever-continuing series of dreams; it also occurs within the context of your life as a whole – your family life, your work, your love- (and hate-) life. Your dreams reflect your deepest emotional responses to your waking-life experiences. It follows, therefore, that a correct interpretation of your dreams will only be possible if they are viewed in the context of your outward life.

This obviously includes what is happening to you now, the situation you are in, your present problems, ambitions, fears and so on. It may also include, however, the whole or any part of your past life. Your most deeply seated attitudes, hatreds, prejudices, habits, fears, guilt-feelings and pains of all kinds may stem from experiences in your early life. Wordsworth’s ‘The child is father of the man’ is full of truth: the adult personality is largely conditioned by childhood experiences or, more precisely, by the emotional impact of those experiences on the child. And what doesn’t come from childhood comes from traumatic experiences in our later life: the present state of our psyche is the result of our emotional self’s reactions to the experiences and situations that life has thrown at us.

What this means is that a correct and useful interpretation of your dreams requires a full awareness and understanding of what is happening to you now and what has happened to you in the past. Don’t be daunted: remember that the unconscious is ready to cooperate with you and, indeed, lead you. Your unconscious is a storehouse containing all the emotionally charged experiences of your life, and it may be just these decisive emotional reactions – fear, hatred, resentment, guilt and the like – that are expressing themselves in your dreams. All you need to know about yourself, past and present, is being supplied to you in your dreams. In other words, your dreams will give you all you require for understanding them and applying this understanding appropriately and creatively in your life.

It may be true that the present condition of your psyche, and consequently the present circumstances of your life, have been shaped more by emotional reactions to events than by intelligent and objective decision-making on your part. What is equally true, however, is that you can, at any time, take control of your life and begin to determine your own future. Your dreams will help here. They can tell you what has been going on inside you so far, and they can also tell you what you need to do or stop doing in order to achieve greater happiness in the future. Through your dreams, your unconscious will tell you what you need. The rest is up to your conscious self.

SEQUENCE IN DREAMS

Often the part of a dream that is remembered first and therefore recorded first is the last part of the dream. In fact, the tendency is to remember and write down all the sections of a dream in reverse order. This should be borne in mind when getting down to the business of interpreting your dreams: sometimes, for instance, the last part of a dream gives a solution to a problem posed in the first part of the dream.

SIMPLE MEANINGS

What has been said above about the deep meaning of dreams needs to be balanced against other considerations. Not all dreams have profound psychological significance. Some are mere repetitions of the day’s events. Nearly all the dreams that young children tell us about are of this kind: after a trip to the seaside, a three-year-old will relive the day’s delights and excitements in dreams; similarly, a bedtime story may retell itself in a young child’s dream.

Some dreams may have straightforward physical explanations. A full bladder may cause you to have a frighteningly embarrassing dream about wetting your pants, for example.

So do not assume that every dream has a deep meaning. Not every dream will contain a life-transforming revelation – but any dream might! Even the apparently most trifling dream story may be trying to tell you something important about your life. If, for example, you told me you had dreamed of an earthquake, I would generally suppose that it was an indication either that your personal world was in danger of falling apart or at least that you were deeply – perhaps unconsciously – fearful that it might fall apart. I would therefore want to ask you about your marriage or other domestic relationships and about your work situation. However, I would also ask if you had recently been reading or watching something that might have prompted that sort of dream. If you had just read a vivid account of an actual earthquake, your dream might have been simply going over the story – a chewing-the-cud sort of dream. On the other hand, it is likely that even dreams which take their symbols from very recent experience are using those symbols to represent something that is going on inside you.

On the whole, the truth would seem to be that if you are only trifling with your dreams, their content will tend to be trivial; if you take your dreams seriously, their content will tend to be serious and significant. If what you want from your dreams is a fuller understanding of yourself and, eventually, fuller control over your life and the attainment of your proper ‘destiny’, your dreams will not let you down. They will give you all you need.




The Unconscious

‘The interpretation of dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the mind,’ so said Sigmund Freud in his classic book, The Interpretation of Dreams. There can be no reasonable doubt that there is an unconscious dimension in the human psyche or mind or personality. We frequently find ourselves doing things that we did not consciously intend and that may even contradict our conscious intentions. The reasons for these actions may not be immediately apparent, but everything has a cause. If, therefore, the causes of these actions – their motives – are not conscious, they can only be unconscious.

The phenomenon of post-hypnotic suggestion gives supporting evidence for the existence of unconscious mental processes. We have all heard of cases where people have been hypnotized and then told by the hypnotist that, on waking, they will perform a certain action (sing a song or squawk like a bird, for example). On waking the people have done exactly what they were instructed to do, but when asked why they did it, they couldn’t answer. Clearly, it was not their conscious mind that had motivated these actions; these actions had taken their conscious mind by surprise. The motivation was unconscious.

Dramatic examples of unconscious motivation were found by Freud in his experiences during the First World War, when he treated soldiers sent to hospital from the front line. Some of these soldiers were suffering from paralysis of an arm or leg, although no physical cause could be found. Using hypnosis, Freud discovered that, despite the genuine and sincere protestations of the patients, the cause of the paralysis was a desire to get out of a situation – the battlefront – which had filled them with fear. The desire was totally unconscious: it had not manifested itself at the conscious level of the mind.

In these cases the paralysis was a symptom, a physical sign of a mental (albeit unconscious) dis-ease. Now, Freud came to see dreams as functioning in the same way as symptoms: dreams signal some mental disturbance – a frustration or a conflict, for example – at the unconscious level.

Whatever other functions dreams may have, their most important function is to reveal what is going on in your unconscious mind – the unconscious depths of yourself. To ignore your dreams is, therefore, to refuse the self-knowledge that is the key to true happiness, the key to inner peace and joy, the removal of the tension that is a symptom of inner conflict, the solving of your personal problems and the establishing of a more richly satisfying mode of life.

Admittedly, there are other ways of getting acquainted with your unconscious self. Hypnosis is one. Analysis with or without hypnosis is another. Both are costly, but if you can afford them and can find a reputable practitioner, by all means use them. And if you are in desperate need of help, go to a professional psychotherapist. Or go to a genuine spiritual teacher, or even to a ‘spiritual’ or ‘psychic’ healer.

Again, it is possible to get some understanding of your unconscious self by observing oddities in your external behaviour – slips of the tongue or slips of the pen, awkward or clumsy behaviour in certain situations, irrational acts such as repeatedly washing your perfectly clean hands. But even the correct interpretation of such types of behaviour (which in some cases may require more knowledge of psychology than you possess) may throw only a disappointingly partial light on the workings of your unconscious; and an incorrect interpretation, or a failure to find any convincing interpretation, may only throw you into an even deeper state of confusion.

The major and most accessible source of information about your unconscious self is undoubtedly your dreams, of which you have a constant supply. ‘To sleep, perchance to dream’? No, there is no ‘perchance’ about it. You dream every time you sleep. You may deny this, but you can easily discover the truth of it for yourself: just go to bed each night with pen and paper ready to record your dreams, and you will very soon find that you have many more dreams than you ever ‘dreamed’ of.

Some people claim they never dream. What that really means is that they never recall their dreams. Some people even boast about never dreaming. They imagine that by not dreaming they enjoy deep, uninterrupted, more beneficial sleep. They are wrong on at least two counts: first, they do dream – everyone does; secondly, by not recognizing this they are forfeiting a golden opportunity to win self-knowledge and self-fulfilment.

Those who brag about never dreaming may do so because they imagine there is something neurotic about dreams. It is certainly true that one function of dreams is to inform the conscious mind of any unhealthy processes that may be at work within us. But that doesn’t mean that our dreams are neurotic. Bragging about a lack of dreams is a sure sign that the person is hiding his or her fears behind a foolish bravado, preferring to remain ignorant of his or her own neurotic hang-ups. But ignorance is not bliss.

Remember that everyone – or very nearly everyone – is to some degree or other neurotic, and experiences inner conflicts, phobias and guilt-complexes. This being so, it makes sense to use any available means for getting to know about these things so as to do something about them. If a neurosis is severe you may need to consult a psychotherapist; but in most cases looking at your dreams will be enough to guide you towards fuller self-knowledge and fuller psychic health.

Bear in mind also that you don’t have to be neurotic to benefit from paying attention to your dreams. There is always room for more personal development and improvement. Dreams can heal, and they can make you whole. And, psychologically speaking, healing and wholeness are one and the same thing.

Many people are frightened of emotions; frightened of expressing them, or frightened even to acknowledge their existence. That is another reason why many people shy away from the idea of examining their dreams, which are usually emotional in their content. It is important to realize that it is only repressed emotions that are potentially dangerous, those that are excluded from consciousness and consigned to the dark cellars of the unconscious mind.

If you get acquainted with what is going on in your unconscious, you will begin to take better control of your life. You will also feel better, your life will be richer, more effectual and more satisfying, because you are now creatively using the psychic energy that was previously going to waste.




Which Meaning?

I have already said that some dreams are more meaningful than others. Some merely repeat the events of the preceding day. Others could be described as divine revelations, showing you a reality more profound, more stable and enduring, both more awesome and more blissful than anything in your day-to-day waking experience, knowledge of which may radically transform your life by changing your attitudes and values.

The vast majority of dreams come somewhere between these two extremes. Some may centre on sexuality, expressing sexual frustrations and desires. Others may have to do with problems or ambitions in your work, family problems, social ambitions; others may arise from personal psychological problems, some of them stemming from childhood, some from a later stage in your life.

The question therefore arises, how do you know which of these areas of your life is causing – and reflecting itself in – a particular dream? A single dream image may carry several possible meanings, and which meaning is to be attached to this image in a particular dream or series of dreams may depend on which area of your life is giving you trouble or undergoing some significant change or challenge. Honesty and a little common sense will usually be enough to tell you which part of your life is the most likely trouble-spot.

Let us take an example. Suppose that the sea plays a dominant role in your dream or in a series of dreams. The sea is a common symbol of the feminine. The ‘feminine’, however, is a wide and compendious category, and in dreams the sea may represent your actual mother; or the womb; or your own femininity (this may apply to men as well as to women); or fertility and creativity; or the potential for new life; or the unconscious mind; or that mystically experienced depth of reality where you and Nature, you and the All are one.

So how do you decide which level or area of sea symbolism applies to you? Well, by all means take every possible meaning into serious consideration, but usually you will find that there is one particular meaning that ‘rings a bell’ for you. Have you not yet liberated yourself from your mother, so that you have not yet established and affirmed your own individuality? Are you still attached to your mother by some mental umbilical cord, still dominated and restricted by your mother’s personal image or style, or her set of values and opinions? Take a very honest and objective look at yourself (and, if appropriate, ask your partner what they think) and the answer will come to you. If the answer is a strong and unequivocal ‘Yes’, then you almost certainly don’t need to look any further for the meaning of the sea symbol.

Are you thoroughly melancholic or have you been pushed by life into a deep depression; have your problems or sufferings become just too much for you? Then for you the sea possibly means the womb and the dream possibly expresses your (unconscious) desire to retreat from life and re-enter the womb, where existence was unproblematic, where no choices or decisions had to be made and all was warm and cosy. On the other hand, for the same depressed or confused person, the sea may represent potential for new life and the dream may mean that new possibilities are offering themselves to you. Water is both destructive and life-giving, according to what form it takes. Your dream will surely give you a clue as far as this is concerned; just pay attention to the emotional charge – negative or positive – associated with the sea in your dream. Bear in mind, however, that even where the sea has a threatening aspect (dashing your body against the rocks, for instance, or drowning you, or inundating the whole land) the overriding message of your dream may be a positive one. Just as in the Flood myths the water destroys the old world as a prelude to the creation of a new and better world (a piece of water symbolism that is repeated in the religious ceremony of baptism), so the destruction of your old self or old lifestyle may be the essential and necessary precondition for the appearance and development of a new and improved, more satisfactory and more satisfying self or lifestyle.

Are there signs in your recent life that you are being drawn away from what you are beginning to regard as unsatisfactory, superficial, futile or meaningless preoccupations (promotion; possessions; doing and getting) towards a more contemplative, receptive search for the meaning of life? If so, the sea may represent the One behind or within the Many; the Ultimate Reality of which the multitudinous variety of lifeforms are more or less ephemeral manifestations or incarnations. Or – and some would say this effectively amounts to the same thing, since the One or God or Ultimate Reality is discoverable within yourself – are you fed up with being pushed and pulled by emotions which only result in conflict and tension, and do you long for your real self (beneath the mask you wear for the world) and the real love that is deep within you? Then the sea may represent for you the depths of your own self, at present still unconscious and waiting for you to put your consciousness into it – perhaps by meditation or dream interpretation or both.

Finally, have you recently been to the seaside or been out in a boat, or read or watched something about the sea? If so, that may be the only significance of your dreaming of the sea. But then again it may not be! Perhaps seeing the sea or reading about it had a powerful effect on you because it ‘chimed’ with some deep preoccupation with your mother, or femininity, or a dissatisfaction with your present lifestyle. If it is foolish to suppose that a dream image always carries a profoundly mystical meaning; it is equally foolish to suppose that it always has only the most trivial explanation. Trivial meanings are usually non-symbolic meanings. A dream image that is non-symbolic is one that refers to nothing beyond itself. Take, for example, the image of a train speeding into a tunnel. In a Freudian interpretation this would mean sexual intercourse. This is a symbolic meaning. But if your dream was simply a recollection and reliving of part of a train journey you had had during the day, the train-and-tunnel image is not symbolic: it does not mean anything other than a train going into a tunnel. However, even if the dream is a repetition of part of the day’s experiences, it may also be symbolic. Why did your dream conjure up just this particular image? Was it because, in looking for something to make its point forcibly, your unconscious chose something from your recent experience? In that case, the dream was only superficially and accidentally a recollection of something that happened during the day; at another level it was symbolic. You would then have to ask yourself what the tunnel symbolized. A tunnel doesn’t have to represent sexual intercourse. It could be a symbol of death, or of some frightening transition from a way of life to which you have become accustomed to an as yet unknown new mode of life.

In the Dream Dictionary I have sometimes included a possible non-symbolic meaning of an image. On the whole, however, I have left it to you, the reader, to bear in mind that any dream image may have no symbolic meaning attached to it at all but be a perfectly straightforward representation of an actual person or thing or event or situation.

The rest of the Introduction is designed to give you further assistance in working out which of several possible meanings of a dream symbol is likely to be the right one for you. Under the sections on Jung and Fritz Perls (Gestalt psychology) details are given of some special techniques for identifying with each item of a dream in turn, so as to uncover the meaning of each item that is the right meaning for you. In addition to such techniques, the rest of this Introduction will help you to make more intelligent and effective use of the Dictionary by giving you an understanding of different approaches to dream interpretation and some background knowledge of relevant psychological theory – not so superficial as to be useless or harmful, but not too detailed for easy consumption.

A person who has a map and a knowledge of map-reading is more likely to succeed in finding his or her way across a strange terrain than someone who trusts to luck and so-called common sense. I can’t quite claim to be giving you anything as precise as a map of your dream world. To ask for that would be to ask for the impossible: only you can make the map as you go along, from dream to dream. What this Introduction – and indeed the whole book – tries to do is to show you how you can develop the skills to make your own map.




Freud on Dreams

Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung represent strongly contrasting approaches to dream interpretation. Some would say that Freud offers a more superficial or more blinkered approach and Jung a more profound mode of interpretation. Personally, although I share this view to some extent, I think there is a great deal to be learned from both these men and that both should be taken account of, precisely because they are so different from each other.

If I give more space in this Introduction to Freud and Jung than to later writers on dreams, there are good reasons for this. One is that Freud and Jung are less readable than some more recent writers such as Ann Faraday (whose books The Dream Game and Dream Power are essential reading) and Strephon Kaplan-Williams (whose The Elements of Dreamwork is possibly the best of all dream books). Another reason is that Freud and Jung have had such a tremendous influence on the field of dream analysis. Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) was the first great modern pioneer of dream theory. The Interpretation of Dreams was first published in 1909 and is the most important of his writings on dreams. If you feel drawn to read Freud, you might also try one or more of the books listed in the Bibliography.

PARTS OF THE MIND

Freud saw the human mind or psyche as consisting of three elements, which he named the ego, the super-ego and the id. The id is the instinctive driver. Freud called it ‘the pleasure principle’, because our instincts always aim at pleasure. The super-ego corresponds roughly to what we commonly call ‘conscience’, and Freud himself referred to it as ‘the moral principle’. However, it is important to bear in mind that Freud saw it as having a social origin: it represents the prohibitions and taboos as well as the values and ideals – the norms – of society. These norms are presented to the child first by its parents and later by other authority figures – teachers, for example, or just other grown-ups. These social pressures become internalized in the child and start to function as parts of his or her individual personality or psyche. (Freud called this process of internalization ‘introjection’.)

The id and super-ego may quarrel. What the id demands may be prohibited by the super-ego, and the result is conflict or tension in the depths of the self. I say ‘in the depths of the self’ because both the id and super-ego function largely at the unconscious level. Resolving the tension and acting as referee between the rival claims of the id and super-ego are functions of the ego. The ego is the conscious self. Freud calls it ‘the reality principle’ because it is the part of the mind that takes account of external reality. The ego, therefore, has the daunting task of holding in balance the claims of id, super-ego and outside world. In fact, it is almost impossible for the ego to satisfy the demands both of the id and of the super-ego, and the claims the external world makes on us, and maintain peace and order in the psyche, and ensure a successful or fulfilling life for the individual. That is why Freud himself said that most human beings are in some degree neurotic: in other words, most of us to some extent lack inner harmony or psychological balance.

WHAT HAPPENS IN DREAMS

According to Freud, in dreams the id (your instincts and desires) tries to communicate with the ego (the conscious part of yourself). When you sleep, the ego relaxes. Sleep is a withdrawal from the external world, so in sleep the ego goes off-duty, as it were. This means that, with lowered resistance from the conscious mind, the contents of the unconscious may begin to express themselves, coming up as dreams.

However, the super-ego also operates largely at the unconscious level and is therefore still on duty when you sleep. Therefore, if what the id is trying to tell the ego is in conflict with the moral/social values embodied in the super-ego, the latter will intervene and censor the message that the id is sending to the conscious mind. The result is that the message from the unconscious comes through to the conscious mind only in a disguised or distorted form.

Freud distinguished between the ‘manifest content’ of a dream and its ‘latent content’, or ‘dream thoughts’. The manifest content is the actual dream: the characters, scenes and events that make up the dream story. In other words, it is what you would write down when making a record of the dream. The latent content, on the other hand, is what the dream is trying to tell you: the dream’s message or meaning.

According to Freud, most dreams are disguised messages and therefore have to be decoded. This is especially the case when the thing that the id is trying to bring to the attention of the conscious mind is a desire that has been ‘repressed’, that is, banished from consciousness at some earlier date because it offended ‘the moral principle’, the super-ego, and caused too much trauma for the ego to handle. For example, a wish for the death of someone close to you (a parent, or brother or sister, or partner) is more than likely to be repressed on account of the guilt-feelings it arouses. Similarly, sexual desires are often repressed because they disgust or offend the super-ego. When such desires express themselves in dreams, therefore, they may be obliged to disguise themselves as fears: for instance, instead of dreaming of killing someone, you may have a dream in which you are filled with anxiety about that person’s health.

The desires we repress are usually quite natural and normal. By that I do not mean to say that an act such as murder is good and permissible. What I mean is that a desire to murder, though it would not exist in an ideal world, may be explicable, given the particular circumstances and our own individual history; and what causes that desire is the frustration of another, altogether good desire, namely, the desire for self-fulfilment. The desire to be oneself, to be one’s own person and to have the freedom and independence to fulfil one’s own ‘destiny’, is a very proper and natural desire, and if frustrated it is likely to produce resentment. For example, pregnant women sometimes wish the child would not be born. This usually means that, although they do want a child, they cannot help feeling from time to time some degree of resentment at the prospect of losing their freedom.

This does not mean that you should give your instincts carte blanche. Rather, you should get to know what is going on in your unconscious, which means bringing the contents of the unconscious into your conscious mind. This is what dream interpretation will do for you. Having done that, you then have to find an appropriate outlet in your life for those desires that have hitherto been kept under lock and key.

Don’t be afraid of these ‘forbidden’ desires. They are to be feared only if they are kept repressed. Allow them a proper mode of expression in your conscious life, and they will actually enhance the quality of your life by filling out your personality and perhaps remedying some previous lopsidedness. Keep them repressed, however, and they may eventually explode, and may even take possession of the whole psyche, with disastrous consequences.

Now do you see the importance of dreams, and how vital it is to take notice of them? Your dreams are messages from your unconscious, telling you what you should be giving your conscious attention to there.

It is well known that Freud tended to think that nearly all neuroses, imbalances or conflicts in the psyche were due to the frustration of sexual desires. This exclusive concentration on sexuality has rightly been criticized, but there were reasons for Freud’s overemphasis and it is important to bear these in mind. On the one hand, the sexual drive is one of the strongest and most insistent of all human drives; on the other hand, it is the one that has the strongest taboos placed on it by society. Therefore, reasoned Freud, it is in the area of sexuality that we can most expect to experience frustration and conflict. It is our sexuality that gives our poor ego the most trouble in its efforts to maintain a precarious balance between the individual’s demands for instinctual satisfaction and society’s demands for conformity to its codes of conduct.

The desires that express themselves in dreams are, therefore, according to Freud, almost invariably of a sexual nature. If your dreams have a sexual manifest content – if, for example, you see naked bodies and perform sexually with pleasure in the dream – your dream is unmistakably expressing sexual desire. But even if the manifest content of a dream appears to be quite devoid of sex, Freud says you may be sure that the meaning of the dream is sexual. Neuroses, which are always the product of an unresolved conflict between the rival claims of the id and super-ego (that is, between instinctive drives and society’s prohibitions or ‘conscience’), are most likely to have a sexual origin. Therefore, insofar as dreams are expressions of the id and are to be seen as symptoms of neuroses, it follows that most dreams will have to be interpreted in sexual terms. So argued Freud.

However, despite his tendency to see sex in everything, Freud admitted that some dreams do not have a sexual meaning. He also warned against assuming that a dream symbol could have only one possible meaning. Thus, for example, a bridge in a woman’s dream is usually – for Freud – a sexual symbol (as we shall see later), but he also allows that a bridge image may have non-sexual meanings: for instance, it may symbolize a transition, a passing from one stage of life to another.

TYPICAL DREAMS

Freud lists several categories of what he calls ‘typical’ dreams. These include dreams of falling or flying or swinging, which express a desire for the freedom of childhood; dreams of being naked, which reflect a nostalgic longing for the freedom from inhibitions which characterizes early childhood; and dreams of the death of a sibling, or parent, or child, which express the quite common repressed feelings of jealous hatred towards a brother or sister, for example.

In all these ‘typical’ dreams there is no disguise: the wish is expressed straightforwardly in the dream story. In the last example, says Freud, the dreamer finds the wish so inconceivable that he or she will speedily dismiss the dream as nonsense – ‘just a dream’ – and so there is no need for the dream message to be disguised or distorted in any way. Sometimes such a dream is brought about by the dreamer’s actual anxiety concerning the health or well-being of the person who dies in the dream. This genuinely felt anxiety is, nevertheless, says Freud, a way of concealing a more deep-seated hatred for the person, but the dreamer will usually be content with making a connection between the dream and the feelings of anxiety and leave it at that, without probing any deeper.

Another example of a typical dream is failing an examination or test. These dreams, says Freud, express a more or less generalized fear of failure or disaster, a fear which stems from an unresolved Oedipus complex (see here) and a consequent continuing fear of punishment. Such dreams are more likely to occur if you have parents who were too strict or demanded that you should conform to impossibly high standards of behaviour.

ANXIETY

Many dreams seem to express anxiety. Freud believed that most of these dreams were really distorted or disguised wish-fulfilments. Their distressing manifest content is the disguise forced upon a repressed desire by the internal censor (the super-ego), so that anxieties are wishes in disguise and dreams are disguised fulfilments of a repressed or suppressed wish.

It is important that any element of repressed desire expressed as an anxiety must be identified. For instance, if in a dream you are frightened by a ferocious dog, the dog may symbolize the ‘animal’ within yourself – including your sexual desires. And in that case what looks like physical fear is actually a disguised expression of moral fear, which in turn is a cover for a neurotic fear – a fear of something in your own id which has caused you to repress something (such as sexual desire). In other words, what you are frightened of is what your id wants. That means you have a conflict that must be resolved, and that can be resolved only by accommodating in the most appropriate and sensibly balanced way both the super-ego and the id.

In this connection bear in mind what Freud said about the super-ego. An over-developed and dominant super-ego, he warned, is not a good thing. The stronger a person’s super-ego, the stronger the instinctive desires that he or she is attempting to keep suppressed or repressed. For that reason, a Freudian psychologist might say that the fanatical anti-pornography crusader is typically a person with very strong and much feared – and therefore suppressed or repressed – sexual desires.

SUPPRESSION AND REPRESSION

The difference between suppressing a desire and repressing it is that suppression is done consciously, and repression is done unconsciously. Neither suppression nor repression, however, is a satisfactory solution to a personal problem. Both result in an inflated super-ego and a more troublesome, shackled and frustrated id.

By looking at your dreams carefully and, above all, honestly, you can get to know what repressed desires you are carrying around with you. And that puts you into a position to work out for yourself a strategy which will allow these desires satisfaction and fulfilment in ways that will enhance your well-being and happiness and restore peace and harmony to your psyche.

An unbridled satisfying of each and every desire is likely to play havoc with the psyche, pulling it in all directions and destroying its harmony and peace, and reducing rather than enhancing your happiness, as well as seriously damaging your effectiveness. Such a complete lack of control usually goes hand in hand with a complete ignorance of what forces are at work in one’s unconscious depths. Sooner or later what is repressed will insist on having an outlet, and if there is no knowledge and therefore no rational control of what has been repressed, the latter may take possession of the psyche, destroying what is good and beautiful in it and almost inevitably doing hurt to other people, too.

Understanding your dreams, therefore, is a duty you owe both to yourself and to your fellow human beings.

DECODING DREAMS: THE DREAM-WORK

The problem, according to Freud, is how to decode the dream messages, which have been disguised by the internal censor (the super-ego). Freud provides some clues in his account of what he calls the ‘dream-work’ – those unconscious processes that distort the original message of a dream. If we know what tricks the censor uses, we can easily work out what the original message was.

Freud describes three techniques used by the internal censor to disguise the message of a dream: ‘condensation’, ‘displacement’ and ‘representation’.

Condensation: A dream story is usually a condensed or compressed presentation of something that the conscious brain might have to use many words to express. The purpose of this condensing is, according to Freud, to make a more forceful impact on the conscious mind – in much the same way as an arrowhead, by virtue of the fact that it is condensed into a point, has the power to pierce its target.

Condensation may take several forms. For example, a piece of conversation in a dream may have been put together from bits taken from two or more actual and remembered conversations. Similarly, several real happenings or occasions may become fused together into a single event. Again, words or names (of people or places, for instance) may be combined in a dream to make composite words. For example, ‘Blakeson’ appearing in a dream may be an amalgam of real-life names Blake and Wilson.

Bear in mind, however, that what looks like the opposite of condensation may occur: one item in the dream thoughts (the latent content) may be represented by more than one image in the manifest content. Sometimes, when looking over a series of dreams you will find that a message you were unable to interpret in one dream crops up in a different form with a different image in a later dream.

Displacement: This is where some change of emphasis takes place between the latent content and the manifest content of a dream. What was the crucial point in the latent content may appear in the manifest content as a purely incidental or peripheral detail of the story, and vice versa.

Representation: Ideas in the dream thoughts (latent content) may be represented by visual images in the manifest content (the ‘story’) of a dream. For example, distance in time may be represented by distance in space. Very small – distant – figures in the dream story may represent someone or something from the more or less remote past.

Where two dream thoughts or ideas in the latent content are logically connected, they may be represented in the manifest dream by two events taking place simultaneously. Where there are two parts of a dream, or two dreams occurring one after the other, the latent content of the smaller one may contain the cause of whatever is depicted in the larger one. Again, where a dream image undergoes some transformation in a dream, whatever is represented by the first form of the image may have to be understood as the cause of whatever is represented by the second form of the image.

Representation by symbols is far and away the best known and also the most controversial part of Freud’s account of the ‘dream-work’ – controversial because of its association with Freud’s alleged tendency to see sex everywhere.

Boxes, chests of drawers, cupboards, ovens, receptacles of all kinds, caves, aircraft hangers, rooms – in fact, anything hollow is to be understood, says Freud, as a symbol of the womb or of woman. Similarly, a suite of rooms appearing in a man’s dreams means the dream is to be seen as representing the (unconscious, perhaps repressed) urgent desire for sexual satisfaction: the suite is an image of a brothel, where there are several rooms, each with a sexually available woman in it. (Freud believed that man was by nature polygamous.)

For Freud, a landscape with hills and woods is a dream’s disguised representation of the female body and female genitals: hills are breasts, a wood is the pubic hair. A bridge, on the other hand, symbolizes the male organ, which in sexual intercourse forms a bridge between the man and the woman.

Man or men may be represented by a tie (a symbol of the penis), and ploughs, hammers, knives, arrows or guns. Anything that is sharp or penetrating may represent the male organ. The latter may also be represented by a hand or foot, whereas the female sexual organ is sometimes represented by a moth, ear or eye. A hat is another symbol of genital organs, this time either male or female.

Freud lists various symbolic representations of the sexual act: climbing steps or a ladder, or climbing up a wall; going through a tunnel, for example, in a train or car; riding a horse; or (in a woman’s dream) being run over. If a woman dreams of being plagued by vermin, this, according to Freud, is a symbol of pregnancy.

I’ve already mentioned the protestations of Freud’s critics: must a tie, or a tunnel, or motoring through rolling countryside always have a sexual meaning? Of course the answer is no, and Freud himself warned against supposing that a symbol could have only one meaning.

The important thing is to be honest and open when interpreting your dreams. Do not evade or dismiss a particular line of interpretation because you find it unpleasant. The unpleasantness or shocking quality of an interpretation may well be an indication that it is the correct interpretation. After all, if a dream is expressing something you have repressed, you can expect it to refer to something painful or distressing: the things we repress are things that disgust or frighten us. You may find Freud’s insistent emphasis on sexuality distasteful, but don’t be too hasty in rejecting any plausible interpretation of a dream. You should never assume that you have got the correct interpretation if you have not seriously considered alternatives.

Sometimes, on waking up immediately after a dream, the conscious or partly conscious mind adds something to the dream. According to Freud, this is always a further attempt at concealing the true message of the dream – though sometimes it may amount to no more than an abrupt dismissal of the dream (as when we wake up and say, ‘Thank God! It was only a dream’).

In my own experience, however, conscious or semi-conscious additions made as one is waking from a dream may actually be genuine interpretations of the dream – or at least genuine attempts to interpret the dream. These are not always to be dismissed as just another trick on the part of the censor to mislead you and steer you away from the true meaning of the dream. On the contrary, especially if you have got into the habit of examining your dreams, you may find that what is in your mind as you wake from a dream is, in fact, a correct interpretation. On the other hand, you must not let this serve as an excuse for not asking yourself if there might be other – or additional – meanings in your dream.

In this connection it is worth noting that some dream experts actually recommend that, on going to bed, you should resolve to wake up immediately after a dream and, instead of writing down what you can remember, continue the dream in your conscious mind, working out various possible sequels to the plot, or filling it out with further detail.

There’s a lot to be said for this technique, but, if you try it, beware of the danger of letting your mind wander. Otherwise, you might find that you have forgotten the dream you started from. This technique can be a subtle trap for those who are too lazy to get up and write their dreams down on paper.

FREUD’S TECHNIQUES OF DREAM INTERPRETATION

Freud did not advise people to write down their dreams, but instead to tell them to a psychoanalyst (that is, a psychotherapist of the Freudian school). Personally, I have grave doubts about this advice. I find it difficult to believe that many people would remember their dreams, even if they went to an analyst daily. For me, writing down dreams is the only sure way of preserving them.

Freud’s technique of dream interpretation is based on what he called ‘association’. By this he meant that you should take each item of a dream in turn – each person or object or scene or event or name or colour – and tell your analyst what you associate with it. For example, if the dream item is a whale, you must say the first thing that comes into your mind when you think of a whale. Let us suppose the first thing you associate with a whale is the ocean, or deep water. Then you must say the first thing that comes into your head when you think of the ocean or deep water. And so on.

Using the method of association you will eventually, said Freud, reach something that ‘rings a bell’. The ‘bell’ may be an alarm bell – you may uncover something that terrifies you, some emotion or emotionally charged event from your past that frightened you at the time and therefore caused you to suppress or repress it. That is why Freud said that the more you resist expressing a particular association, the more likely it is that the association points to something in your unconscious that you need to face up to. And that would be the purpose of your dream.

This method of association is certainly to be recommended. Even if you are not consulting a psychotherapist, the method can still be effective and successful – so long as you are honest and determined.

THE MATERIALS AND SOURCES OF DREAMS

According to Freud, the various items of a dream – the people, objects, scenes, events and names, for example – usually come from your recent waking life experiences, and mainly from the events of the preceding day.

I think that Freud overstates his case here. It is all right as far as it goes: many dreams do get their materials from the dreamer’s recent experiences, and nearly all children’s dreams are a reliving of the day’s happenings, but many dreams contain items from the dreamer’s very remote experience, and occasionally dream items may even come from outside the dreamer’s experience.

In any case, even where the materials of a dream come from your very recent experience, the source of the dream may lie in your remote past. Indeed, Freud claimed that nearly all mental conflicts, and therefore the sources of the dreams that give expression to such conflicts, can be traced back to early childhood. Freud’s heavy emphasis on the first five years of life as the breeding ground for the vast majority
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