The Morning After: A Pragmatist’s Approach to Dreamst
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The Association for the Study of Dreams is an international
organization which includes a broad range of members
interested in dreams from every possible standpoint. This paper,
therefore, begins with an analogy between the study of dreams
and the study of bread in order 1o orient the audience to
divergent and unfamiliar tives on dreaming. The dis-
cussion then deals with the clinical use of dream interpreation
in outpatient psychodynamic psychotherapy. A contemporary
eclectic technique, described by G. Delaney, is the method
of interpretation applied to the dreams described. Dreams
interpreted in this way commonly produce four different
categories of psychodynamically oriented insight which can
be used 1o describe the dreams. The categories are Emphasis,
Reconceptualization, Confrontation, and Discovery. Emphasis
dreams are frequently transparent and serve to underiine
particular issues in the dreamer's life. Reconceptualization
dreams organize both familiar and unfamiliar feelings and
information in a new metaphor that enables the dreamer to
understand a life siruation more thoroughly. Confrontation
dreams usually bring the dreamer uncompromisingly face to
Jface with insight about themselves. Discovery dreams provide
totally “new" information to dreamers about themselves. Each
is described with examples for which the dreamers gave
permission. The application of these categories of information
10 the dreamer's life and some approaches to its incorporation
into ongoing goal-oriented psychotherapy are discussed. The
importance of selecting a technique of dream interpretation
appropriate 1o the style of therapy is noted.

INTRODUCTION

I thought it might be helpful at the beginning of this
address to orient you to where my work fits into the study
of dreams as a whole, since there is such a rich variety
of presentations here at the 1987 Fourth Annual Conference
of the Association for the Study of Dreams. It occurred
to me that one might compare the study of dreams to that
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of bread. They are both, on the surface, ordinary daily staples.
Yet there are as many types of dreams as there are different
types of breads — from crumpets to combread. Some of
them are appealing, some are not, and one might relish
them daily, or never notice them.

Thinking about the actual study of bread, one could look
at the genetics of wheat grains or the impact of weather
after planting. There is also the production of wheat and
the harvesting; the flour mills, the machinery, and the
transportation. There are the bakeries and the marketing.
At the end of the process, there are the recipe books on
ways not only to bake bread but how to use already baked
bread in a variety of ways to help people grow and develop.
One could even treat wheat as a useless by-product and
study only the straw from the stalks.210 Similarly, at ASD's
annual conference you can hear talks and attend workshops
and lectures on any of these parallel levels in the study
of dreams. Those of us who dream are, of course, the bakers;
the agriculturists of dreams are probably the sleep physi-
ologists?2 who look at the EEGs and the best time for
harvesting dreams, REM sleep, and write books and articles
on the subjects. The psychologists who research the various
kinds of dreams,'S# and do manifest content analysis’!!
could be the gourmets sampling and categorizing the various
varieties of falling dreams, animal dreams, chasing dreams,
flying dreams, etc.

The clinical theorists244.13.14 are the authors of the ‘recipe’
books. The clinicians and psychotherapists, like myself, who
use their recipes and adapt them to their own use are the
chefs and everyday cooks. Their goal is to develop the most
appetizing ways to use dreams for healthy growth. For both
breads and dreams there are also the artists who use them
for plots and props in their dramatizations and paintings.

Some ways of looking at dreams are complete in them-
selves, such as the paintings to be seen here at the conference.
The Jungian approach to dreams, by contrast, provides us
with connections to the history and universality of the human
experience, similarly to matzo at Passover (connecting to
the Israelites’ flight from Egypt), and communion wafers
(connecting to the Last Supper). The traditional Freudian
theories allow the intellectual satisfaction of matching
theoretical constructs to patienth dynamics. The existential
and Gestalt theories provide different formats for re-
experiencing the feelings of a dream.

Contemporary eclectic approaches?$ to the interpretation
of dreams explore some of these and other aspects of dreams
including problem-solving. These methods are frequently
derived from the more traditional Jungian and Freudian
methods and often include many of their assumptions and
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approaches such as the presence of latent content and the
importance of associations in understanding symbols. One
of these contemporary eclectic methods is Gayle Delaney’s ¢
which was used in the case examples because it proved
especially productive in psychotherapy.

This approach has been variously called dream inter-
viewing, or descriptive definition dream interpretation. It
differs from Jungian work in not requiring specialized
knowledge of symbols and from Freudian techniques, in
not encouraging loose associations nor using a specific
theory such as wish fulfiliment to analyze dreams. Delaney
uses a series of focused questions designed to elicit personal
and definitive descriptions of the dream images and actions
in an interview format. These descriptions may include but
are rarely limited to associations. They are fairly similar
to the specific history an internist would elicit about chest
pain for example. These definitive descriptions are recap-
itulated in the dream plot using the dreamer’s own words
and sequence of dream feelings. The dreamer is then asked
to bridge between the dynamics of the dream and waking
life. This technique is, therefore, ideal for allowing the
dreamer to explore the dream insight on a variety of levels
depending upon their depth of psychotherapy. Patients can
work with the situational aspects, developmental issues,
neurotic conflicts, or transference possibilities.

Other techniques provide similar insights as the dream
symbols are explored, usually in a less focused way than
Delaney advocates. The advantage of less structure is that
a broader area is often explored. The disadvantage seems
to be the loss of specificity in understanding the psycho-
dynamics of a particular issue at a particular point in time
of the dreamer’s life, i.e., the night they had the dream.
Thus the focused technique appears to facilitate a more
efficient resolution of specific issues without sacrificing
depth. Pragmatic psychotherapists like myself, therefore,
often prefer Delaney’s specificity because they can then use
the information from the dream either in goal-oriented
psychodynamic psychotherapy or in direct application to
daily life problem solving common in brief therapy.

In the Delaney and Flowers workshop Monday and
Tuesday, we dealt with the technique itself, and today I
will discuss how I apply the information from Delaney’s
technique, or any similarly specific method, to a particular
person’s life. From the collection of dreams amassed in
private practice and at the Delaney and Flowers Dream
and Consultation Center in San Francisco I have isolated
four of the more common types of information provided
by interpreted dreams. I will discuss them in turn, using
an example for each of the four types.

FOUR TYPES OF DREAMS
OVERVIEW
The four categories of dreams discussed are Emphasis,

Reconceptualization, Confrontation, and Discovery. Despite
some obvious overlap, I think the categories are a useful
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way to think about dreams from the therapist’s point of
view. People new to therapy and insight often will recount
Emphasis and Reconceptualization dreams first. The further
one goes into psychodynamic psychotherapeutic work, the
more unknowns are encountered and the more Confron-
tation and Discovery dreams seem to appear. In addition,
people with heavy denial seem to have both transparent
Discovery dreams (often Emphasis dreams to their therapists
and friends!) and Confrontation dreams. I would put many
nightmares in the Confrontation category because they often
function in a way to force the dreamer, even without
interpretation, into awareness of at least some significant
feelings in a part of their lives. As one might expect, the
further from consciousness the issues are, i.e., Confrontation
and Discovery dreams, the higher the resistance is likely
to be to the dream interpretation process itself. The apparent
transparency of some dreams is tricky because it sometimes
masks a less acceptable latent content. For this reason it
is worth pursuing at least the initial interpretative steps,
with transparent dreams to either provide confirmation or
indicate a deeper meaning. A useful rule of thumb is that
a dream always provides some new information, if only
emphasis or recapitulation.

For beginners in dream interpretation, Emphasis and
Reconceptualization dreams are the easiest place to start.
They are more obviously bridged to waking life, and their
new information and implications for action are often
experienced as both a pleasant relief and a solution, which
reinforces the dream work. Some Discovery dreams share
this rewarding aspect, especially the ones specifically in-
cubated* to solve a problem.

EMPHASIS DREAMS

The first type of dream is the Emphasis type. It is often
transparent, seemingly the most straightforward and in that
sense the easiest to work with. It usually brings into
awareness a certain amount of information that is not quite
new or unfamiliar, but of which the dreamer has not really
assimilated the importance.

Example 1: A professional couple, Jane and John, had gone
to John's meetings out-of-town. Jane dreamt, “I was in school
and there was a test. We were timed for the test and the
teacher wouldn’t give me my booklet. It was very frustrating.
I was worried because I couldn't get started on the test.”

In interpreting this dream, it became clear that to Jane,
the test that she was experiencing in her life at that time
was, “Could she and John still have fun together?” They
had both been so busy that there had really not been an
opportunity to play for quite some time and she was
beginning to be worried that it would be impossible anymore.
In the circumstances, they were at the meeting for his work
and because he went to the talks every day and was
unavailable to play, she was feeling that there was inadequate
time for her to do a fair job on the “test.” In reality, at
the time, she was experiencing that as very frustrating, but
had not really paid it much attention.

This dream brought into Jane’s awareness the importance
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she had placed on this trip as an opportunity to play with
her husband. This was not unconscious. What she had not
been fully cognizant of was how significant she had made
this particular trip as a test for their relationship. The dream
made clear to her that there was inadequate time to have
a fair test. The teacher in the dream represented the
conference which was teaching information about John's
work. The test booklet was a component about which she
was powerless to do anything. This dream therefore allowed
her to recognize: 1) she was not completely in control of

this context that the group was able to conduct their last
meeting and evaluate their own sense of progress, their sense
of loss and their sense of connectedness at termination.

RECONCEPTUALIZATION DREAMS

A second common type of dream provides reconcep- )
tualization of a known issue in a more useful and meaningful
way.

this test that had been set up; 2) as a result, she was not
being given a fair opportunity to show her ability to have
fun with her husband; and 3) she was feeling very frustrated,
and this was the dominant feeling in the dream. Clearly,
it might be advisable for her to address this frustration, and
not ignore it or allow it to be displaced. For example, she
could negotiate with her husband about extra time. Could
he perhaps skip some of the meeting and spend more time
playing together? Could he skip some of the general so-
cialization and spend time alone with his wife? These
applications of the information of the dream are very
practical in trying to accomplish the goal that she had set
for herself and the question that she wanted answered,
namely did they still have the capacity to have fun or had
all the work that they had been doing destroyed that in
some way, and should they then begin rebuilding?

Example 2: This was described in the last session of a five-
year supportive therapy group which began in the second
year of medical school. Over the last few sessions the group
had been dealing with termination and the progress of each
individual member and this was the final good-bye meeting.
Natashe had this dream the night before the last group. “We
are at a country place and we are all learning to fly and
we were all coming into our own. We were all learning
to trust flying. I was loop-de-looping and trusting that when
1 lost visual cues I wouldn't flop. I was soaring over a canyon
in a freely liberating way, natural and freeing. Joan was
practicing flying and Mary was just laughing, dive-bombing,
and risking — she was the furthest along, like Top Gun.
I was feeling it was nice to belong, to be one of the flock.
We were all soaring and it was wonderful. There was a
sense of connection and yet all in our own flight beginning
to get our wings, though we were not going to all fly together.
Theresa and Karen were beautiful, graceful flying, not the
extremes.”

The group had been aware of their increasing indivi-
duation which was the reason for the termination at this
time. However, they had not clearly recognized both the
excitement of their individuation with its sense of achieve-
ment and the new sense of connection that was there. They
had only experienced a sense of loss of the old connection
from the beginning group when they had all been very
mutually interdependent classmates. Natashe's dream con-
ceptualized for her and everyone else the reality of the new
connection in individuation. This dream also emphasized
for them the extent of their achievements and, interestingly
enough, the group concurred with the dreamer’s perception
of their various levels of psychological individuation and
sense of self. It emphasized the joy of the achievement, in
the face of the conscious sadness in terminating the group.
It also clearly demonstrated the need for and appropriateness
of more space to spread their wings these days. It was in

Example 3: Theresa had this dream while working in a
hospital as a resident.

Scene I, I go to meet Nora in the CCU and I say, “Can
I ask you one more question,” and she snaps, “No.” I try
three times and she cuts me off.

Scene 11, It is Mary's birthday and she has flowers from
Elizabeth and I felt bad because I hadn't given her flowers
and even though I had given her lots of other gifts.

Scene III, Then I go to my sister’s bedroom and I couldn't
g0 to the beach with her because I was on-call. She was
angry and I felt guilty about being excited about the
emergency room and sad about not going to the beach.

Now what did this dream say to Theresa? First, her
definitive description of Nora was that she's a decisive person,
knows exactly what she wants, goes to get it, and is very
intelligent. To Theresa, the CCU is a very safe place, it's
contained, quiet, it’s more focused and calm and familiar
and not noisy even though there is a great deal going on.
When asked to bridge this to her real life, this was her first
recognition that there was indeed a focused calm place in
medicine for her and that she had, in fact, experienced it
in the week she had the dream. In addition, although she
had been acting decisive and productively, she had not really
recognized that there was indeed a Nora within herself. It
was new to her. But she could recognize the behavior.
Bridging the plot of Scene I, had she indeed been repeatedly
cutting herself off from trying to learn more from that part
of herself? Yes, indeed she had. She really didn’t have a
way in which to get more information from that side of
herself, especially when she became unfocused, confused,
and anxious. Reconceptualizing the developing identity issue
in terms of herself and Nora gave Theresa a way in which
she could attempt to draw on the more decisive part of
herself when she needed to.

Scene II provided her with a new concept about her
relationships. Flowers to her were a bright wonderful em-
bellishment which you have to make an effort to get, an
aesthetic touch. A birthday to her was a time when you
show your appreciation of someone. This scene made her
aware that although the Elizabeth in her had been able to
maintain this level of embellishment on her relationships,
the work side of her had not been able to; and, in fact,
during that week she had felt out-of-touch with people,
though still close to them. This reconceptualization helped
her realize that things had changed, but not as badly as
she was feeling — she was only omitting embellishments.

Scene III provided an awareness of her qualities that were
like her younger sister, incredibly dependent, needy, lonely
and intense, but also able to give a lot at times. She found
that she was totally unable to go to the beach (“pure warm
pleasure™) and relax with that side of herself because, again,
of work. And, at the same time, she was excited about her






