Nori Muster
Being relatively new to dream studies, I decided it was about time I catch up with the
literature. I had eight issues of IASD’s scientiﬁc journal Dreaming and six issues
of DreamTime, covering the last two years. Since I wanted to learn as much as possible, I
decided to read them all cover-to-cover. I found Dreaming oﬀers a great overview of
theories on how and why we dream. Before this, I was under the impression that nothing
was decided and nothing was settled in the dream ﬁeld. Wow, was I wrong! Of course nothing is completely
settled, but there is a solid foundation for current thinking about dreams. Here’s a summary of what I learned.
None of this is new to seasoned researchers, but it will ﬁll in the basics for beginners.
First of all, there are decades of hard science behind dream studies, beginning with neurocognitive theory. In
one study I read, Dr. G. William Domhoﬀ outlined the exact parts of the brain responsible for dreaming: the
“neural network – limbic, paralimbic, and associated areas of the forebrain” (Domhoﬀ 2019, p. 267). He says
“the neural network for dreaming is very likely a ‘subsystem’ of the default network, which subserves mindwandering, daydreaming, and other forms of self-generated spontaneous thought during waking” (p. 266). He
adds that twenty years of scientiﬁc research have continued to strengthen this understanding.
Another theory researchers study is the continuity hypothesis (CH) that says dreams reﬂect waking life.
Calvin S. Hall and Robert L. Van de Castle established quantitative content analysis in 1966. They laid down
a system to collect statistics from dreams that support the hypothesis. Some of the researchers aﬃliated with
IASD studied with Hall and Van de Castle, and subsequent generations of dream researchers continue to
study CH.
I was glad to learn that dream neuroscience and CH are well researched. The other prominent lines of inquiry
revolve around why people dream and whether dreams serve a purpose. A paper by Ben Springett (2019)
deﬁnes two sides of this discussion. ATs, adaptive theories, say dreams serve an evolutionary purpose. As
Springett explains, to be adaptive, “the content of the dream should subsequently aid an organism in survivalenhancing wakeful behavior” (p. 223). The other side is SET, side eﬀect theory. SET acknowledges the
continuity between waking life and dreams, but says dreams are merely a side eﬀect, or byproduct, of
combining consciousness and sleep. Ergo, dreams don’t mean anything and probably don’t serve any
purpose.
Introspection on the purpose of dreaming started in ancient times, when people believed dreams came from
divine beings or ancestors. Some cultures thought dreams could convey precognitive information, warnings,
or healing. Springett cites Dr. Kelly Bulkeley as one researcher who has said dreams, especially lucid dreams,
inﬂuenced the evolution of religion (p. 223).
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He says play is evolutionary because the behavior
predates the arrival of the human species. One purpose
of play is to prepare juveniles of a species for their lives
as adults. Play teaches hunting, avoiding predators, and
social behaviors. He says play can be competitive,
spontaneous, or part of folk traditions, such as rites of
passage, festivals, and other moments that bring “more
spontaneous play into the social order” (p. 298).
Bulkeley said the dreaming-as-play theory goes back to
1971 and listed the similarities between dreaming and
play: both provide opportunities for learning to respond
to waking life situations. Both are forms of spontaneous
creativity, and both combine impossible and realistic
elements.
As science continues to probe whether dreams serve a
purpose, many non-scientists have already made up
their minds. One study surveyed 667 people and found
414 participants reported having had at least one dream
they considered useful or helpful (Olsen, Schredl, and
Carlsson 2020). The researchers said, “When generally
asked to specify how dreams had been of help, ‘creative
input,’ ‘emotional problem solving, e.g., relationship
issues,’ and ‘providing personal insight’ were
mentioned most often” (p. 264).
In past centuries, certain cultures believed dreams were
evil, or of the devil. I only found one reference to this
theory. In the study of cancer patients, one participant
told the researchers, “I sought a religious person’s
opinion about my dream. He said, dreams are not real.

However, there’s more to investigate, and more
already out there for newcomers like me to discover.
I hope this summary helps others who are just
beginning to ﬁnd their way around the ongoing study
of dreams.
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