
[image: Cover.jpg]


Dreams and Visions


Recent Titles in Brain, Behavior, and Evolution

Nightmares: The Science and Solution of Those Frightening Visions during Sleep

Patrick McNamara

Dementia

Patrick McNamara, Editor

Analyzing Criminal Minds: Forensic Investigative Science for the 21st Century

Don Jacobs

Spirit Possession and Exorcism: History, Psychology, and Neurobiology

Patrick McNamara

Science and the World’s Religions

Patrick McNamara and Wesley J. Wildman, Editors

Beast-People Onscreen and in Your Brain: The Evolution of Animal-Humans from Prehistoric Cave Art to Modern Movies

Mark Pizzato


Dreams and Visions

How Religious Ideas Emerge in Sleep and Dreams

Patrick McNamara

Brain, Behavior, and Evolution

Patrick McNamara, Series Editor


[image: Figure]




Copyright © 2016 by Patrick McNamara

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: McNamara, Patrick, 1968– author.

Title: Dreams and visions : how religious ideas emerge in sleep and dreams / 
 Patrick McNamara.

Description: Santa Barbara : Praeger, 2016. | Series: Brain, behavior, and evolution | 
 Includes index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016022793 (print) | LCCN 2016027048 (ebook) | 
 ISBN 9781440847165 (alk. paper) | ISBN 9781440847172 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Dreams—Religious aspects. | Sleep—Religious aspects. | Visions. | 
 Religion—Philosophy.

Classification: LCC BL65.D67 M36 2016 (print) | LCC BL65.D67 (ebook) | 
 DDC 204/.2—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016022793

ISBN: 978-1-4408-4716-5

EISBN: 978-1-4408-4717-2

20 19 18 17 16  1 2 3 4 5

This book is also available as an eBook.

Praeger

An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC

ABC-CLIO, LLC

130 Cremona Drive, P.O. Box 1911

Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

www.abc-clio.com

This book is printed on acid-free paper [image: Figure]

Manufactured in the United States of America





Dedicated to Ina McNamara





Contents

Series Foreword

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Caveats

History of the Religion–Dreams Link

Chapter 1. Dreams That Appear to Yield Direct Perceptual Evidence of a Spirit Realm

Nightmares

Meeting One’s Double in a Dream/Nightmare

Visitation Dreams and Spirits

Lucid Dreaming and Religious Consciousness

Precognitive Dreams

False Awakenings and Sleep Paralysis Dreams

REM Parasomnias

Chapter 2. The Anthropology of Dreams and Religion

Chapter 3. Cognitive Processes in Dreams That Produce Religious Ideas

Cognitive Processes in Dreams That Give Rise to Religious Ideas: Supernatural Agents (SAs)

Cognitive Models of Agency

REM Sleep, Emotional Regulation, and Personality Traits

Theory-of-Mind Attributions

REM, Theory of Mind, and the Default Network

Chapter 4. The Neurobiology of REM Is the Core Neurobiology of Religious Experiences

PGO Waves and the Orienting Reaction (OR)

Psychopharmacology of REM Sleep and the Chemistry of Altered States of Consciousness

Overlap with Neurobiology of Religiousness

REM intrusion and Daydreams

REM and the Dopamine Systems

REM-Related Computations of Value and Salience

Chapter 5. Why REM Sleep May Be a Highly Sensitive Perceptual System

A Brief Detour into the Senses

Weak Signals in Dreams

Precognitive Dreams Redux

Twin Dreams and Weak Signals

Is the Information We Get in Dreams Reliable?

Dreamwork, Creativity, and Religious Ideas

Chapter 6. Religiosity and Dream Recall

Non-Dreamers and Religiosity

Sleep Disorders and Religiosity

Dreams in Schizophrenia

Autism

Dreams in the Subgroup of Patients with Parkinson’s Disease Who Report Lower Levels of Religiosity

Chapter 7. Implications and Conclusions

Religion, Dreams, and Morality

Is Religion an Adaptation?

Creating Individuals Who Can Cooperate Over the Long Term

Enter Religion

Universality

Effortless Acquisition of Religiousness

Specific Biology

Appendices

Appendix A: A Quick Tour of the Brain Science Relevant for Religion and REM Sleep

Appendix B: How Scientists Study REM and NREM Dreams

Appendix C: Dream Transcripts across a Single Night of Sleep

Appendix D: Dream Transcripts Scored for Agency Changes

Index


Series Foreword


Beginning in the 1990s, behavioral scientists—that is, people who study mind, brain, and behavior—began to take the theory of evolution seriously. They began to borrow techniques developed by the evolutionary biologists and apply them to problems in mind, brain, and behavior. Then, of course, virtually all behavioral scientists up to that time had claimed to endorse evolutionary theory, but few used it to study the problems they were interested in. All that changed in the 1990s. Since that pivotal decade, breakthroughs in the behavioral and brain sciences have been constant, rapid, and unremitting. The purpose of the Brain, Behavior, and Evolution series of titles published by ABC-CLIO is to bring these new breakthroughs in the evolutionary and brain sciences and their applications to the sciences and humanities to the attention of the general public.

In the past decade, some of these scientific breakthroughs have come to inform the clinical and biomedical disciplines. This means that people suffering from all kinds of diseases and disorders, particularly brain and behavioral disorders, will benefit from these new therapies. That is exciting news indeed, and the general public needs to learn about these breakthrough findings and treatments. A whole new field called evolutionary medicine has begun to transform the way medicine is practiced and has led to new treatments and new approaches to diseases, like the dementias, sleep disorders, psychiatric diseases, and developmental disorders that seemed intractable to previous efforts. In addition, evolutionary and brain approaches to the understanding of culture and cultural products in the creative arts have been appearing at an accelerating rate every year. The list of books in the Brain, Behavior, and Evolution series seeks both to contribute to this new evolutionary approach to brain and behavior and to bring the insights emerging from the new evolutionary approaches to psychology, medicine, and the creative humanities to the general public.

The Brain, Behavior, and Evolution series was inspired by and brought to fruition with the help of Debora Carvalko at ABC-CLIO. The series editor, Dr. Patrick McNamara, is the director of the Evolutionary Neurobehavior Laboratory in the Department of Neurology at Boston University School of Medicine. He has devoted most of his scientific work to the development of an evolutionary approach to problems of sleep medicine and to neurodegenerative diseases. Titles in the series will focus on applied and clinical implications of evolutionary approaches to the whole range of brain and behavioral disorders as well as the whole range of topics explored in the humanities. Contributions are solicited from leading figures in the fields of interest to the series. Each volume will cover the basics, define the terms, and analyze the full range of issues and findings relevant to the topic, which is the focus of the volume. Each volume will demonstrate how the application of evolutionary modes of analysis leads to new insights on causes of disorder and functional breakdowns in brain and behavior relationships as well as the creative cultural products of human ingenuity. Each volume, furthermore, will be aimed at both popular and professional audiences and will be written in a style appropriate for the general reader, the local and university libraries, and graduate and undergraduate students. The publications that become part of this series will therefore bring the gold discovered by scientists using evolutionary and neuropsychological methods to understand brain and behavior to the attention of the general public and, ultimately, it is hoped, to those families and individuals currently suffering from those most intractable forms of disorders—the brain and behavioral disorders. Evolutionary and brain approaches to the arts and humanities will also be part of this series and will undoubtedly illuminate the creative cultural products of artists/scholars in these interdisciplinary areas and even perhaps increase appreciation of the common artistic inheritance of humankind.
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Introduction

One evening in the year 1743, a well-known and distinguished 55-year-old scientist was dining in a private room at a tavern in London, when suddenly the atmosphere in the room changed, and he noticed a man sitting in a corner of the room and apparently speaking to him. Fearing for his sanity, the scientist hurried home and fell asleep. Later that night, the same man he saw at the tavern appeared in his dreams. The man told our scientist that He was the Lord, and that He wanted to reveal to the scientist the true meaning of the Bible so that the scientist could share the true revelation with the world. That scientist was Emmanuel Swedenborg. Swedenborg would go on to write several books on the true revelation given to him by the man in his dream—by “the Lord.” His writings inspired followers, and a new religious movement grew up around his writings, which were in turn rooted in the revelations given to him in the dream. The Swedenborgian religion still thrives today claiming some 30,000 adherents all around the world.

A 12-year-old African boy growing up in contemporary Jamaica reported the following dream: “I dreamt one night that I saw a man. He was not a white man, and he was not a very dark man. But he came and he took me from my father’s home, down a glade, underneath a white coco tree. Reaching the white coco tree, he asked me if I knew who he was. I told him, “no.”’ He asked me a second time, and then a third time, and I remember that I had said to him, “If I knew who you were, I would have told you.” He said, “My name is the Lord Jesus Christ,” and he took a bottle from his pocket, about the length of my hand, and he anointed me from my head down to my foot. And then he said I was to go and tell the Nations, my mother and also my father, that he, Jesus, was in need of them.” The boy later became a prophet and the founder of a new Afro-Christian religion that attracted many followers (Bulkeley, 2006, p. 86).

One day in the early 1970s, on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, a 41-year-old pregnant woman named Jeanette MacDonald (1934–1984) had a dream in which the moon told her that she was the Earth Mother, that she should have her child on top of a hill, and that her family needed to change. She followed the instructions of the dream, gave birth to twins, and later burned all of her family’s household articles. Later dreams told her that God wanted her family to live without clothes so they henceforth went naked. Jeanette then began to realize that she was Mother Nature Herself, the Mother of All, the very source and process of creation itself. She gathered around herself a group of followers who became known as the Trinidadian sect of the Earth People. Over the next several years, both she and her followers developed a new religion and derived their major doctrinal beliefs out of dreams the founder or other members brought to the group. The sect has several hundred members and continues to grow reverencing Jeanette as the Earth Mother (Littlewood, 2004).

On the night of September 21, 1823, Joseph Smith experienced the following dream/vision:


After I had retired to my bed for the night, I betook myself to prayer and supplication to Almighty God for forgiveness of all my sins and follies, and also for a manifestation to me, that I might know of my state and standing before him…. While I was thus in the act of calling upon God, I discovered a light appearing in my room, which continued to increase until the room was lighter than at noonday, when immediately a personage appeared at my bedside, standing in the air…. He had on a loose robe of most exquisite whiteness. It was a whiteness beyond anything earthly I had ever seen…. His whole person was glorious beyond description, and his countenance truly like lightning. (Ricks 1992)



Smith later explained that the personage he saw was an angel named Moroni. Moroni told Smith in his dreams about some sacred records, plates, or scriptures buried in a hill near Cumorah, New York. Smith later recovered these records, which became founding documents of the Mormon religion. The Church of Latter Day Saints now boasts some 15 million global adherents and is one of the fastest growing religions in the world.

Examples like these can be multiplied many times over (Lanternari, 1975). Many religions began as literally a dream or vision in the mind of the founder. Sometimes the founders are mentally unbalanced, but just as often they are perfectly normal—even enormously productive. Swedenborg, for example, was a very accomplished scientist, administrator, and public official when his religious dreams and visions began. He kept up his public service and scientific work even after the dreams and visions began. Having these sorts of dreams and visions is entirely compatible not just with basic sanity but also with functioning at a very high level.

Most dreams and visions don’t create whole new religions, but they often deepen religious belief or create believers out of skeptics. Dreams and visions come to us whether we like them or not. They are involuntary and act like our perceptual systems so their recipients treat them as experiences that they did not invent and therefore trustworthy. Dreams deliver experiences to us with the force of an utterly convincing reality. That is why they so often can create great commitment and conviction in the dreamer. So-called visitation dreams, for example, where the dreamer sees a relative or a friend come back to life, bring utterly convincing evidence of a kind of life or world after death—a spirit realm. In short, certain types of dreams generate what appear to the dreamer to be supernatural events and personages and then compel belief in these personages as real.

There might be a clue here regarding the root source of religious belief. Could it be that dreams and visions are the root source of religious ideas? Most of the early anthropologists thought so. They studied traditional societies and contemporary hunter-gatherer groups and found that most or all of them believed that dreams were direct perceptions of a spirit realm and visions were direct communications with the gods. Traditional peoples did not need faith for their religious beliefs. They directly beheld the spirit realm in their dreams and visions. Dreams were considered a portal or sixth sense or perceptual device that allowed one to commune with the spirit beings themselves. Visions were direct deliverances of ideas from the spirit realm to the individual. In this book, I will call the traditional view of dreams and visions as portals into the spirit world “the traditional hypothesis.”

The traditional hypothesis states that “Dreams and visions are sometimes direct perceptions and encounters with a spirit realm and spirit beings.”

I investigate in this book a modified form of this traditional hypothesis—namely that dreams and visions are the root sources of religious ideas concerning a spirit realm and spirit beings or supernatural agents (SAs). Modern science cannot prove or disprove the traditional idea that the spirit realm and spirit beings are real, but it can investigate whether dreams and visions are linked with, contribute to, or directly give rise to these fundamental religious beliefs. Dreams and visions may be transformative events for the dreamers but so are psychotic breaks with reality or full-blown delusional belief! It is not transformation of the dreamer, per se, that we are examining here. Instead, we want to identify specific processes or elements in dreams and visions that when examined against the religious ideas that they purportedly give rise to, any reasonable person would agree that the links are real and possibly causal. We want to identify dreams and visions that give rise to stable religious systems and practices. Because “visions” from a neurocognitive point of view are very likely, at least partially, generated by aberrant rapid eye movement (REM) sleep processes or the irruption of REM sleep into waking consciousness, they may be reducible to some extent to REM sleep and dreams (Bob & Louchakova, 2015; Vaitl et al., 2005). REM sleep (Aerinsky & Kleitman, 1953) is the form of sleep most reliably associated with vivid dreaming; its neurobiology can occur in partial form during waking life as in daydreams and “dreamy” states (Vaitl et al., 2005). So it is legitimate to often (but not always) link visions with REM dreams.

The common view among scientists who study REM sleep and dreams is that dreams are not perceptions of any sort of reality. They are, at best, failed attempts by the mind/brain to generate simulations of the social reality the dreamer confronts each day. While aboriginals may have believed that they encountered and saw and communicated with spirits in the dream world, the gods and demons they encountered in dreams were mere imaginary figurations generated as part of the flawed simulation process that is normally a part of REM sleep. REM sleep, in any case, cannot function as any kind of a perceptual system at all given the sensory blockade that accompanies REM sleep. Instead both REM sleep and dreams are cut off from the external environment. Both REM and non-REM (NREM) sleep exhibit elevated sensory thresholds due to a partial downregulation of thalamic sensory relay neurons and the spindling activity in the cortex observed during electroencephalographically defined non-REM sleep. Thus, there appears to be little room within the modern scientific consensus on REM sleep dreams that would support the traditional hypothesis concerning dreams as a kind of perceptual system.

Nevertheless, I would like to suggest that even if we accept the modern consensus view of REM sleep and dreams as summarized earlier, which as we will see later has been undergoing some revision in recent years, there is still room to examine the claim that REM sleep dreams might generate the raw materials for two key religious ideas: (1) there is an alternate world and (2) this alternate world is populated by spirit beings/SAs.

Of course, we do not have to endorse these beliefs as veridical or true. The point here is to search for the origins of such beliefs. That is what I will do in this book: I will look for the origins of religious beliefs in REM sleep dreams and related visions. I will assume the modern scientific consensus view on REM sleep and dreams and will nevertheless show that it is very likely the case that REM sleep and dreams continuously generate the raw materials for these key religious ideas. Therefore, the major claim of this book is that one key source of religious cognitions, hitherto overlooked by evolutionary and cognitive neuroscience studies of religion, is REM sleep and dreams.

I will show that:


	Several types of dreams including “visitation dreams, “big” dreams, doppelgänger dreams, lucid dreams, and nightmares, for the traditional mind, yielded direct perceptual evidence of key religious ideas such as the idea that there is a lifeworld separate from, though in communication with, our lifeworld, that people have a spirit, that there are spirit beings who populate that separate lifeworld, and that our ancestors exist as spirit beings despite death.

	Ordinary REM dreams are characterized by two key cognitive processes that lend themselves to the generation of SA cognitions: (1) a transient loss of agency in the dreamer with (2) subsequent mis- or over-attribution of agentic abilities to other dream characters. By agency, I mean the sense that one is the author of one’s own action and that one has the power or capacity to implement desired or planned actions. Occasionally, these other dream characters are invested with supernormal abilities, while the dreamer is divested of all agency thus producing conditions for a relation of fear or dependency between the dreamer and the other supernormal dream characters. These cognitions about SAs and the asymmetric dependency relations between the dreamer and the SAs get transferred into waking cognitions via multiple routes (e.g., whenever the individual cycles into rest periods involving daydreams or reveries, during dream sharing, and when dream moods carry over into waking life).

	REM sleep neurochemistry and neurophysiology overlap to a significant extent with the neurochemistry and the neural networks that have independently been linked to religious cognition.

	REM periodically generates the neurologic environment conducive to dissociative cognitive experiences or transient altered states of consciousness that manifest in dreams, in daydreams or reverie, and in religious cognitions and experiences. I called this transient dissociative-like state decentering in my 2009 book on religious experience (McNamara, 2009).

	REM dream elements (e.g., of low agency in the dreamer who is in some kind of fear or dependent relation with another dream character with supernormal abilities) significantly predict daytime religiosity levels, religious cognitions, and religious practices.



In the past decade, there has been a flowering of cognitive, evolutionary, and neuroscience studies of the origins and bases of religious ideas. Like any new field of inquiry, there is no consensus on the proximate origins of religious ideas. The proximate origins of religious ideas have been theorized to be due to parent–child attachment dynamics (Freud, 1913; Kirkpatrick, 2005), group bonding dynamics (Wilson, 2002), ritual healing ceremonies (McClenon, 2001), theory of mind/social cognition dynamics (Norenzayan, Gervais, & Trzesniewski, 2012), costly signaling displays (Sosis & Bressler, 2003), parasite load ratios (Fincher & Thornhill, 2008), reproductive behaviors (Weeden, Cohen, & Kenrick, 2008), moral policing/supernatural punishment (Johnson & Krüger, 2004), counterintuitive ideas (Boyer, 2001), temporal lobe misfirings (Geshwind, 1979), psychedelic plants/entheogens (Wasson, Kramrisch, Ruck, & Ott, 1992), terror and anxiety management (Vail, Arndt, & Abdollahi, 2012), and much else besides.

Despite the accumulation of over a hundred years of ethnographic records from hundreds of aboriginal cultures all around the world, which testify to the fact that aboriginal peoples believed the source of their “religious ideas” was in their dreams, no cognitive or neuroscientist has to my knowledge looked at dreams as a possible neurocognitive source of religious ideas. The anthropologists, and several dream scholars and scientists, on the other hand, have done so repeatedly,1 and I will review some of that work in a further chapter. My point here is that cognitive, evolutionary, and neuroscientists interested in religion might do well to examine the extent to which REM sleep and dreams give rise to religious cognitions.

Both the brain and religiousness are exceedingly complex entities. REM sleep and dreaming are also an extremely complex field of research. It is therefore impossible to adequately capture their interaction on first attempt. Nevertheless, interdisciplinary research on religion and dreams is very likely to produce some breakthrough insights in both domains. I discuss the implications of the religion–dreams link in the last chapter of this book. For now, consider the issue of so-called altered states of consciousness. These states have recently received intense attention from neuroscientists (Vaitl et al., 2005). REM sleep is treated by these neuroscientists as an altered state of consciousness. In addition, it has been known since the 1960s that these altered states of consciousness can be reliably created by a certain class of drugs called hallucinogens, which in turn reliably create experiences that resemble some religious experiences or dreams and visions. Virtually, all of the hallucinogens activate nerve cells, which are specialized to process the neurochemicals serotonin and dopamine. Serotonin and dopamine are neurotransmitters that allow nerve cells to communicate with one another. The transmitters are released near a neuron, attach to receptors on that neuron, and then cause it




























	Unity is a sense of cosmic oneness achieved through positive ego-transcendence.

	Transcendence of time and space means that the subject feels beyond past, present and future and beyond ordinary three-dimensional space in a realm of eternity or infinity.

	Deeply felt positive mood contains the elements of joy, blessedness, peace and love to an overwhelming degree of intensity, often accompanied by tears.

	Sense of sacredness is a non-rational, intuitive, hushed, palpitant response of awe and wonder in the presence of inspiring realities. The main elements are awe, humility and reverence, but the terms of traditional theology or religion need not necessarily be used in the description.

	The noetic quality, as named by William James, is a feeling of insight or illumination that is felt on an intuitive, non-rational level and has a tremendous force of certainty and reality. This knowledge is not an increase in facts, but is a gain of insight about such things as philosophy of life or sense of values.

	Paradoxicality refers to the logical contradictions that become apparent if descriptions are strictly analyzed. A person may realize that he is experiencing, for example, an “identity of opposites,” yet it seems to make sense at the time, and even afterwards.

	Alleged ineffability means that the experience is felt to be beyond words, non-verbal, impossible to describe, yet most persons who insist on the ineffability do in fact make elaborate attempts to communicate the experience.

	Transiency means that the experience does not last in its full intensity, but instead passes into an afterglow and remains as a memory.

	Persisting positive changes in attitudes and behavior are toward self, others, life and the experience itself. (Pahnke, 1967)
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REM vs. NREM Sleep and Dreams and Their Relation to Daytime Behaviors












Table I.1 Characters in REM vs. NREM Dreams
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Supernatural Agents, Dreams, and Emotional Memory Consolidation
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