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Comprehensive Exam Field Essay #1: Dreams and their Mythic & Social Power  
“A culture that disregards dreams…is a culture that is ready to disavow inner life.”
 – Paul Lippmann
Debates over why people dream remain unsolved after millennia of argument. What is clear is that dreams are modes communication that sometimes produce social and political changes. Dreams also link to myth; myth being comprehended as a cultural understanding of the world, whether expressed through stories, ritual, or as a way of life. Humanity has long established a relationship between the elements of dreams, myth and power. Flesh and blood examples that embody the calculus of ‘dream fuels myth, which fosters societal shift’ are woven into the historical record. This equation is sometimes understood as holding predictive power. Whether in the broadest mythological sense, or in a specific political arena, dreams that are regarded as prognostic often possess social cachet. The theoretical frameworks for understanding this process have been, in the past century, supported by the ideas of Carl Jung (1964), who wrote in his seminal text, “Man and His Symbols,” that “dreams may sometimes announce certain situations before they actually happen” (p. 36). This definitional essay will examine some historical dreams as viewed through Jung’s theoretical lens. The essay will demonstrate from this historical perspective that Jung’s model serves as a solid foundational starting point for the investigation of certain dreams. Expanding upon these Jungian elements, the paper argues that the equation of ‘dream fuels myth, which fosters societal shift’ comprises a valuable conceptual compass for understanding the cultural power of certain dreams. Some questions that the argument does not address will be posed at the paper’s conclusion.  
Jung was, of course, not the first dream theorist to assert the anticipatory power of dreams. The earliest complete dream manual which we possess is that of the 2nd Century CE Lydian dream interpreter, Artemidorus. Artemidorus (1975) traveled the Roman world extensively, recording and compiling dreams into the five-volume work, “The Interpretation of Dreams.” His primary interest lay in the type of dream which possessed predictive power, known as an oneiros; this sort of dream “operates after sleep and…comes true either for good or for bad” (p. 185). Sigmund Freud (2008) respected the work of Artemidorus enough to give his own great work on dreams the same title as the ancient writer’s, though the analyst held little regard for dreams as prophetic tools (pp. 79-80). In “The Interpretation of Dreams” Freud holds that dreams serve to fulfil and distort infantile sexual wishes, employing symbols to disguise the potentially disturbing sexual nature of dreams, and to keep the dreamer asleep (Stevens, 1995, pp. 46-47). Freud’s onetime protégé, Carl Jung, split from the pioneering psychotherapist as he developed his own dream theory. While maintaining with Freud that one’s personal unconscious is a significant contributor to the creation of dreams, Jung held that universal mental structures, which he termed the collective unconscious, opened a vast archaic dreamscape populated by what he called archetypes (p. 52) (Freud termed them “archaic remnants” [Jung, 1964, p. 57]). Archetypes exist as the “tendency to form” (p.58) “mythological motifs” (Jung, 1974, p. 77); they are “innate, and inherited shapes of the human mind,” remaining as holdovers of mental evolution (Jung, 1964, p. 57). 
At “The Interpretation of Dreams” stage of Freud’s (2008) theoretical development the sexual premise was paramount. Using the myth of Oedipus Rex as a framework, he held that it is common for children to be “in love with the one parent [while] hating the other” (p. 201). The psychotherapist asserts that this theme is often repeated in dreams (p. 203). While the theory has generated much revulsion since publication, Freud was not the first dream theorist to postulate the commonality of such a dream. Artemidorus (1975), acknowledges that people do dream of having sex with their mothers and that following such a dream, it portends for the dreamer that “he and his father will become enemies” (p. 82). Rejecting the sexual theory, Jung (1964) saw that dreams offered compensatory guidance to the off-kilter dreamer (p. 34), serving to warn of deleterious effects of current actions (pp. 34-35) through the unconscious’ attention to clues that consciousness fails to acknowledge (pp. 35-36). Jung enjoyed esteemed company in his belief that dreams sometimes forecast events. Aristotle held that dreams predict in the sense that they prompt the dreamer to fulfil them, or via the dream’s recognition of approaching sickness, or through coincidence (Hughes, 2000, p. 15). Psychology professor, Paul Lippmann (2003), characterizes the dream’s ability to ‘see the future’ as the “broadly prophetic function of dreams—its capacity to anticipate what is ahead—(which) far exceeds the narrowly predictive function often debated and usually debunked” (p. 231). As will be shown below in key popular, religious and academic arenas, it is the theory of dreams as unfolding entities that produce change, rather than as instruments of sexual distortion, which has achieved the clearest historical value.  
The collective unconscious renders archetypal images accessible to dreamers (Jung, 1974, pp. 77-78). Jung (1964) holds that such “archetypes create myths, religions and philosophies and characterize whole nations and epochs of history” (pp. 67-68). From Jung’s perspective, this creative archetypal power can be shown through many societies’ experience: records of dreams that look to the future are easy to find in many of the world’s cultures. Such dreams figure prominently in the earliest known myth: that of Gilgamesh. The tale is full, from beginning to end, of dreams portending future events. Two dreams prophesy the coming of Gilgamesh’s feral companion, Enkidu (Sandars, 1981, pp. 66-67). Another foretells Enkidu’s death (pp. 91-93), still another predicts divine protection for Gilgamesh (pp. 77-78), and the tale’s final dream tells of a coming flood that will wipe out life on earth, save for the “seed of all living creatures” (p. 108). That such a widely-spread myth as the flood and associated animal rescue (similar versions appear in Hinduism and in Judaism) comes in a predictive dream is significant, as it demonstrates that great cultural value is placed on such dreams. Such value was not restricted to those familiar with the Sumerian/Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh. The Hebrew people of the Old Testament saw dreams as divine communications that served “either as direct manifestations of the deity or as predictive devices” (Priest, 1970, p. 63). And while the Christian scriptures tend toward instructive dreams, featuring no dream interpretation (Wilder, 1970, p. 70), revelation dreams are plentiful (p. 73). 
This understanding of dreams as simultaneously predictive, myth-creating, and socially dynamic tools branches out far more broadly than the previous selection of examples indicates. As noted above, Jung (1964) held that, through the medium of archetypal dreams, some historical eras are defined (pp. 67-68). Jung (1964) saw these archetypal expressions as fluid entities that “manifest themselves in impulses, just as spontaneously as the instincts” (pp. 65-66). Our consciousness is not in tune with this process, yet the unconscious does recognize it via the forward-looking dream (p. 66). No less a genius than William Shakespeare understood this, along with such dreams’ capacity for inducing change. It perhaps comes as no surprise that the great Bard’s characters on occasion saw predictive value in their dreams. Shakespeare’s first ever literary dream episode occurs in the first act of 2 Henry VI. The Duke of Gloucester and his wife Eleanor of Cobham both dreamed, at different times of the night, of a royal power grab. The Duke saw death and disaster in the dreams that Eleanor tried to interpret as indicators of a successful palace intrigue. Gloucester’s view turns out to be correct; he is executed for treason while Eleanor is banished (Rupprecht, 1993, pp. 213-215). While the dreams are Shakespeare’s creation, their secular nature coincides with a larger shift away from the medieval European religious view in which the time of night that dreams were dreamed affected their perceived spiritual value. Shakespeare’s pioneering conceptions of dreams coincided with that of other 16th Century intellectuals who rejected decisions about the importance of dreams based on when they occurred. The cultural ranking of dreams’ value as a function of their timing was on its way out, along with the religious hierarchical power that ordained it. The personal dream was now predictive at any time of night; the basis for the social myth of the dream had shifted (p. 217).   
Although dreams regarded as prescient can alter a culture’s mythological structure, specifics about results are unavailable ahead of time. As Jung (1964) wrote, “dream symbols are the essential message carriers from the instincts to the rational parts of the human mind” (p. 37). The connection between instinct and rational thought may never again see as surprising a result as that generated by that giant of rationalism and founder of modern science, Rene Descartes. A crucial set of society-shifting, anticipatory dreams came to Descartes on the night of November 10, 1619. The dreams, involving a windstorm and a watermelon, a shower of thunderbolts and a volume of poetry, collaborated to furnish Descartes with the understanding of the first two dreams as a warning about past conduct and the final dream “as a revelation bearing upon the future. It was the Spirit of Truth, he knew beyond all doubt, that wanted to open for him, by this dream, the treasure of all the sciences” (Maritain, 1946, p. 11). Relying on this dream to inspire the complete revamping of the ways in which science was conducted, the philosopher sought to bring about changes which would also give life to the scientistic myth that humanity could become “masters and possessors of nature” (p. 17). This axiom turned out, of course, for better and worse and largely unrealized. Yet Descartes’ dream influenced the prevailing myth of modernity while society and its power structures completely changed. 
Other, starker, examples provide more nuanced context for Jung’s (1964) assertion that archetypes act suddenly and are expressed in dreams (pp. 65-66). In the years immediately before WWII journalist Charlotte Beradt (1968) chronicled the dreams of German citizens which prefigured the horrifying future the Nazis had in store for their country. Illustrative is the dream, in 1933, of a middle-aged woman that the oven in her kitchen had been a disguised recording device which had collected every anti-Nazi sentiment uttered in her home. The recorder/oven played back the incriminating words when a storm-trooper opened the oven’s door so that it could ‘speak.’ Such spy technology in 1933 “was not even plausible in a work of fiction” (p. 46), yet the dream looked ahead to what is now part of every spy agency’s bag of tricks (pp. 45-47). Further, a forty-five-year-old optometrist dreamt, in 1934, of words that approximated Kristallnacht, the 1938 terrorist act against Jewish businesses. Elements of his dream seemed to view an actual moment of the Kristallnacht in which a blind shop owner was dragged from his bed and made to walk barefoot over the shattered glass from the broken window of his shop (pp. 62–64). But perhaps the most chilling dreams were those of a woman who had a Jewish mother and a Christian father. Just as the Nazi race laws were making life intolerable for Jewish people, but before the time of anti-Jewish signs in restaurants or of the mass-deportations, the woman dreamt of signs banning “parasites” and of group expulsion from her home town (pp. 67-68). These examples provide only a sketch of German citizens’ dreams that looked ahead to the Nazi future, “sensing trends, recognizing correlations, shedding light on the obscure, and all the while moving to and fro between the easily exposed realities of everyday life and all that lay undisclosed beneath their surface” (p. 24). Despite the revelatory power of such dreams, the totalitarian regime was, for twelve years, unstoppable. Murderous Nazi realpolitik paralleled the myth of Hitler’s Thousand Year Reich. The relationship between dreams, myth and power, it seems, can also be an antagonistic one. 
To be clear, the point of this essay is not to make a case for the “truth” of dreams that are seen to prognosticate. Such a thing is, at best, a matter of interpretation, and almost certainly unprovable. Nevertheless, the cultural importance attached to dreams understood in this way is undeniable. In multiple cultures across thousands of years, right up until and including the darkest years of the 20th Century, dreams now seen through a Jungian lens as predictive communications have captured the imaginations of untold millions. Perception in this regard is of crucial importance: to the extent that dreams are believed to possess foresight they are often able to interact with mythical foundations and societies are inevitably changed. Indeed, the equation of ‘dream fuels myth, which fosters societal shift’ has been demonstrated at multiple important historical junctures.  
Like any useful approach, this concept draws inquiry. Below are a few suggested starting points:
1) Can the formula ‘dream fuels myth, which fosters societal shift’ be universally applied?
2) If not, what are its limits? 
3) What can we learn about present-day dreams from this concept?
4) What can we learn about present-day culture from this concept?
5) How might a Freudian understanding of dreams contradict this concept?
6) How can we identify myth-making, society-shifting dreams?
7) Are there current identifiable examples?
8) If so, are there actions that should be taken based on this knowledge?
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