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This extended essay discusses a very critical topic that has trailed with the human race ever since its existence. Dreams will always remain a mystery to the human kind because, in their nature, they are vague, spiritual, and subjective. As a result of their mysterious traits, they have become a field of interest for a large number of psychologists and scientists, resulting in the several studies done on dream analysis and interpretation. All these studies have tried to define dream contents in order to formulate a generalized interpretation unfortunately these attempts have been scientifically invalid. This is due to the fact that dreams are phenomena that cannot be explained in the field of science, only in the field of psychology where theories and judgments of dreams remain an open door for debates, as will be seen through the clashing perspectives of the psychologists Freud and Adler.  Freud described dreams as the road to the unconscious and a form of wish fulfillment, Adler described them as a form of self-deception, which we use to create a soothing feeling for our actions and emotions. This essay argues that, no matter how hard one tries to uncover the dream world, it is a sacred place that cannot be confounded under scientific boundaries.

Definition of Terms:

 

 

1.      Dreams: a series of pictures or scenarios that a person sees when he is asleep.

2.      Dream Analysis: The process of trying to make sense of one's dreams. (Green &Sanford, 1993)

3.      Dream work: catching and analyzing dreams. (Green &Sanford, 1993)

4.      Latent Content: The hidden meaning of dreams, often concealed by dream symbols. (Green &Sanford, 1993)

5.      Manifest Content: Dream messages that can be taken at face value. (Green &Sanford, 1993)

6.      Rapid eye movement sleep (REM): The stage during which dreams take place. During REM sleep the sleeper's eyes move as if following the action of the dream. (Green &Sanford, 1993)

7.      Scientific explanation: is to explain phenomena through whether they have characteristics of a scientific knowledge for example; exact, sure, objective, methodical and universal. (Doumit,Saleh,&Alam, 2000)

 

 

 

 

 

 

Purpose:

 

Dreams have always been a domain that I have wanted to explore specifically since they are a happening experienced by the entire human race. My interest led me to discover the significant role that dreams play in revealing aspects of one's personality and predicting future events through the attempts of different psychologists to analyze and explain dreams scientifically.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Question:

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can Dreams be studied scientifically? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 I. Introduction:

 Hieroglyphics, a mysterious language that remained a mystery for one thousand two hundred years has been deciphered (Encarta, 2002). Space, a once unalterable world has been explored. Even our own genetic code has been encoded! Yet the human psyche is paralyzed at unraveling dreams that remain an innate mystery. Dreams are abstract phenomena that defy all laws of nature. In their composition, dreams are unpredictable and intangible; as a result, the purpose of dreams still remains a matter of debate. Consequently, dream analysis is subjected to several theories. Old civilizations and cultures believed that dreams are precognitive. While some psychologists like Freud and Adler recognize dreams and their content to have a certain significance that can be used to help analyze one’s personality, also scientists consider dreams to be bizarre and meaningless hallucinations. Consequently all attempts done throughout history have failed to provide us with a scientific account for dreams. Dreams in their very nature escape any scientific explanation. ("Dreams," 2001; see also "A Brief History of Dreaming", 2002; Hartmann, 2002)

II. Historical Overview:

In the ancient times, most cultures considered dreams a supernatural phenomenon relating the human mind to the spiritual world. Several civilizations like the Egyptian and Greek societies believed that dreams were spiritual in origin, they were messages sent from the gods. ("Jung's Rediscovery of the Dream", 2002) As a result, they built temples specialized for dreaming. ("Jung's Rediscovery of the Dream", 2002) Celestial religions consider dreams as visions or prophecies from God. For example, in the Old Testament, Jacob interpreted the dream of the Egyptian Pharaoh of seven fat cows being eaten by seven slim cows as a warning from God that Egypt would pass through seven years of prosperity pursued by seven years of famine, which became materialized. ("Jung's Rediscovery of the Dream", 2002) In the Christian religion, dreams are considered the language of God as preached by St. John Chrysostom. ("Jung's Rediscovery of the Dream", 2002)  Dreams and their significance have been a controversial issue as far as the human existence because dreams have no defined purpose:  sometimes they act as omens, other times as prophecies, and most of the time they have no meaning at all. Subsequently dreams are regarded differently from one society to another and even from one individual to another.

III. Psychological Perspective:

1. Freud's Perspective according to Malcolm Macmillan:  

 Psychology is a science unlike other sciences such as physics and chemistry because it deals with the human mind and behavior. Psychologists are still perplexed on how to define the purpose of dreams. Freud, the most prominent psychoanalyst of all time, conducted an in-depth study about dream interpretation. He asserted that dreams are a result of unconscious and repressed fears and desires (Macmillan, 1997). Freud divided dream content into three parts; the manifest content which is “the dream as it is remembered.” (Macmillan, 1997 p. 234)  The latent content, which contains “all the components of which the dream is built” (Macmillan, 1997p.234) and the dream work, is the process “that transforms the latent content into the manifest content.” (Macmillan, 1997 p.234)  The process of dream work is divided into: condensation, displacement, representability and secondary revision. (Macmillan, 1997) “The condensation is the process by which several distinct waking-life images fuse to form a single image or idea.” (Macmillan, 1997 p.235)   Displacement is “the replacement of one latent idea by another remote from it or a shift of emphasis from an important to an unimportant idea.” (Macmillan, 1997 p.235) Representation is the further representation of the latent ideas as distorted figures. (Macmillan, 1997)  Secondary revision is the “arrangement of the loosely and irrationally connected dream thoughts so they seem more intelligible.” (Macmillan, 1997 p.235) Finally, censorship is the effort to “block the direct representation in consciousness of the repressed unconscious wishes.” (Macmillan, 1997 p.236) The outcome of Freud’s studies resulted in two theories; the first claiming that dreams are a result of a mental flow of excitation and the other relates dreams to drives and wishes. (Macmillan, 1997)  One of the several studies conducted by Freud is that of Dora. Dora faces psychological problems; she reveals symptoms of abnormal behavior and is suicidal. Dora’s father is ill and is being nursed by Frau.K. with whom he has an affair. Frau.k’s husband Herr.k. flirts with Dora. Dora is obliged to see Freud and she discusses with him her reoccurring dream that is the following:

 “A house was on fire. My father was standing beside my bed and woke me up. I dressed quickly. Mother wanted to stop and save her jewel-case; but Father said: “I refused to let myself and my two children be burnt for the sake of your jewel-case.” We hurried downstairs, and as soon as I was outside I woke up.” (Macmillan, 1997 p.252)  

Freud believed that the dream revealed Dora’s unconscious intention to flee Herr.K’s attention; as a result, she departs from home. (Macmillan, 1997) one can infer from the case of Dora how dream interpretation can help one unravel aspects of his personality through revealing one’s repressed desires and wishes. Even though dreams can be used to cure psychological problems, their role in treatment is not defined because it all depends on the individual, how cooperative the patient is to submit to dream analysis and the importance the dream content can have in the process of the patient's treatment.

Even though Freud’s in depth interpretation of dreams has brought great insight about dream analysis, yet, his theories are subjected to great criticism that reduces its scientific validity. Freud’s theory that dreams are a wish fulfillment is invalid to patients suffering post trauma disorders, who constantly have nightmares about horrifying events, which they definitely don’t wish to experience. (Domhoff, 2000) Therefore Freud’s theory cannot be generalized on all individuals. Freud claims that patients suffering post trauma do not refute his theory of wish fulfillment since their dreams go deeper in the psyche to a level beyond pleasurable principle. (Domhoff, 2000) Another of Freud’s claims is that dreams are “guardians” that deal with our bodily urges at night. This claim is refuted by two basic events: first, dreams are too regular for urges that are episodic. Second, sometimes humans don’t dream like children, therefore dreams cannot act as guardians. (Domhoff, 2000.a.)  Also Freud’s claims that patients can reveal their dreams without any social influence has been proven false through conducted experiments that revealed that the dreamer is easily influenced by the therapist. (Domhoff, 2000.a.)  In addition, there is no evidence that the process of dream work takes place; therefore, subjecting Freud’s theories to more scientific disapproval.  Criticism of Freud’s theory reveals that the content of dreams is very hard to analyze since, in dream analysis, no rigid method or exact explanation can be found because dreams are abstract in nature, and they are related  to an unconscious process.
2. Adler's Perspective:                                                                       
Alfred Adler, a pupil of Freud's, believed that dreams were the road toward reaching the individual’s private goal of superiority. (Crisp, 2002) Adler seemingly agreed with Freud on some aspects but contested him on others. Adler claimed that dreams were determined by the individual’s goals and, as a result, dreams take their form according to one’s mood and feeling. (Adler, 1998) Dreams are used by an individual as a source of self- deception. For instance, the dream of the great poet Simonides, which caused him to believe that a dream had saved his life since it predicted his death and prevented him from going on the fatal journey. (Adler, 1998) Adler explained that Simonides who continuously postponed his journey to lecture in Asia needed an excuse for not going on the journey. (Adler, 1998)  Consequently, he dreamt that a dead man whose burial he had arranged spoke to him and told him no to go on the journey. (Adler, 1998)  Consequently, Simonides did not go on the journey and the ship was lost at sea. (Adler, 1998)  The poet related the incident to the dream, believing that it was his savior. But Adler concluded that Simonides created the dream in order to regress his decision of not wanting to go. (Adler, 1998)  Adler believed that there are only a couple of common techniques that could be used to analyze dreams. The first is to analyze the emotional state of the dreamer, secondly the dreamer's mental life. (Crisp, 2002) Adler refutes Freud’s perspective that dreams are a fulfillment because he believes that they are too vague and not every action can be interpreted as a fulfillment. (Crisp, 2002) Although Freud and Adler's perspectives on dreams have been logical and were applied in many cases, dream analysis is not limited to only these theories, but to several other stimulated speculations which are all rational in their specific way, and these diversities are due to the fact that dreams are abstract and inconsistent phenomena’s. 

IV. Scientific Approach:




Regardless of the several experiments done by scientists they are incapable of defining a specific explanation of dreams as individual contents. Science has concluded, after measuring brain waves during sleep with the electroencephalogram (EEG), that one’s dreams occur during the REM, also known as dreaming sleep. During this period there is rapid eye movement and the activation of the autonomic nervous system. (Hartman, 2002) REM precedes the NREM phase, which is the Non Rapid Eye Movement sleep during which the heart rate decreases as well as one’s body temperature and blood pressure. (Seigel, 2002) Therefore, dreams result from random electrical activity. These generated electrical impulses are sent throughout the brain. (Seigel, 2002)  The brain’s analytical fraction, the forebrain struggles to make sense of these impulses by producing a series of images known as dreams. (Seigel, 2002) In addition, dreams are considered in the brain as recapping the events of the day through images that can be colored or black and white. ("What are dreams?” 2001) Research has shown that everyone dreams every night for about 90 minutes, yet some dreams are remembered while others are not. (Siegel, 2002 .b.) Science cannot submit to explanations that dreams have significance since they have no solid and in depth study regarding this observable fact.

V. Scientific Validity:
In order for dream interpretation to have scientific validity it must submit to certain common characteristics. The characteristics are that it must be objective, positive, methodical, and universal. (Doumit&Saleh&Alam, 2000) Dreams surrender to certain characteristics and stand firm to others. For example, dreams are a universal act in nature, but, in content, each individual has different dreams. Dreams are subjective occurrences because they depend on one’s emotions, mood and variable factors; in addition, they are easily affected by the external environment such as noises. In addition, it is only the dreamer that can watch the dream and it is the dreamer alone that can report what occurred in the dream to the psychologist. ("Doing Research Projects on Dream Content."2002) Therefore the psychologist can only analyze the dream content provided by the dreamer. Also, dream analysis differs from one psychologist to another, each implementing their own perspective, depending on the patient and the dream content. Psychologists can greatly affect the patient’s perspective on what the dream symbolizes as with Freud in the case of Dora. Freud provided Dora with several explanations for her dream and the one she related to was considered the valid one. In addition, the results of any experiment done on dreams can never give a constant result contrary to scientific experiments, which give the same result if the same conditions are placed because, in dream analysis, it’s the dream that is the variable. Dreams fail to confine to all characteristics of a scientific phenomenon confirming the complexity of dream analysis and reflecting why dreams cannot admit to scientific validity.
VI.Conclusion:

In conclusion, dreams, in their very nature, are abstract phenomena that cannot be trapped under scientific boundaries. The attempts of all psychologists and scientists to determine a scientific value for dreams has proven to be invalid due to the fact that dreams' fundamental characteristics tend to be rather spiritual than scientific. Dreams are the key to enter a world based on events of one’s waking life; they are the most personalized and private function of the human psyche. Dreams are the intersection of this conscious reality to the unconscious world. They are not meaningless functions of the brain; they symbolize very confidential information that the dreamer himself is the only one capable to unravel. Even though the human curiosity will always lead us to try to untangle the dream world, science will remain incapable of confining dreams to scientific restrictions. 
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