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dreamer at that moment to express and facilitate
what the dreamer is thinking about profoundly
affects our work with and understanding of dreams.
Dream images need to be assessed for what they
reveal, metaphorically and thematically, and not for
what they conceal. Although I may refer to these
images as symbols, I understand symbols not in
terms of defensive transformations and stand-ins for
“something else,” but in terms of poignantly captur-
ing meanings (more similar to memory nodal
points). With this emphasis, each dream image as
used within the context of the dream scenario can be
appreciated better for what it conveys. For example,
the “I” in the dream identifies the dreamer, and the
object images represent the dreamer’s images of
the other. Not assuming that these object images
are projections of the dreamer’s self gives-us access to
the dreamer’s images of others, self-with-others, and
important relational patterns. Exploration may re-
veal that aspects of the dreamer are projected onto
the other; but eschewing the common assumption
that object representations are self representations
enables us to illuminate the patient’s self-with-other
relational patterns as well as the aspects of the self
projected onto the other.

Dreaming mentation, as waking mentation, varies
in significance to the dreamer. Dreams range from
comparatively simple thoughts involving the com-
pletion of daily tasks, for example, mowing the lawn
or completing a paper, to dreams that are richly
significant, providing sweeping renditions of the
dreamers’ lives. Research has demonstrated that
affect-loaded, imagistically dominated REM dreams
are more important than NREM dreams in con-
solidating memory and in dealing with emotional
issues, and that the effect of dreams on waking
thoughts and feelings varies (Kuiken & Sikora,
1993). Recognizing the variability in significance of
dream mentation clinically frees the analyst and
analysand from what can become a burdensome
and daunting pursuit of a significant latent meaning
in every dream.

Guidelines for working with dreams?®

In these times of constructivism, we recognize that
patient and analyst variably co-contribute to under-
standing the patient’s dreams. In attempting to
maximize the influence of the dreaming experience
itself in arriving at a co-constructed understanding, I
have suggested five guidelines for analytically work-
ing with dreams (Fosshage, 1997).

2 Portions of this section previously appeared in Fosshage (1997).

Dreaming is an affective-cognitive organizing
experience that is at times continuous with, yet often
divergent from, preceding and subsequent waking
states. We need, therefore, to illuminate, as fully as
possible the patient’s dream experience. The first
guideline is to listen as closely as possible to the
patient’s experience within the dream (an extension of
Kohut’s, 1959, empathic mode of perception to
working with dreams).

Analytic inquiry is initially aimed at filling out the
dreamer’s experience within the dream—the second
guideline. In a like manner with a waking narrative, I
might ask, “What were you feeling when that
occurred in the dream?”, “What were you experien-
cing?” Inquiry into the dreamer’s experience facil-
itates the dreamer’s affective reconnection with the
dream experience itself and potentially counters the
dreamer’s waking construal of the dream—particu-
larly important when it is divergent from the
metaphorical and thematic structure of the dream.
This focus on the dreamer’s experience implicitly
validates its importance and increases the dreamer’s
conviction about the meaningfulness of the dream
experience.

Dream imagery is not to be translated or seen as
standing for something else but is to be understood
in terms of the meanings captured metaphorically
and thematically—zhe third guideline. When dreaming
is viewed as an integrative and synthetic mentational
process, the task is to illuminate more fully, through
the dreamer’s associations and elaborations, the
particular meaning of an image as it is used within
the context of the dream. Each image is like a word
within a sentence, and sequences of images are like
sentences and paragraphs that tell a story. Waking
clarification of the meaning of a dream image is
facilitative of understanding, yet the image can be
understood fully only as it is used within the dream
context, for the context shapes the meaning.

Affect-laden images of self, other, self-with-other,
and relational scenarios can all be identified. The
overall drama from beginning to end can reveal
starkly and powerfully the dreamer’s innermost
struggles and strivings. Once the dream’s scenarios
have been identified, our analytic task shifts to
identifying (when unclear) if, where, and when these
themes have emerged in waking life or how they are
connected to waking experience—the fourth guideline.

When defining transference in the broadest sense
as referring to the patient’s experience of the analyst
(Gill,-1994), it follows by definition that all dreams
reported to an analyst have transferential meaning.
We need to assess, however, whether the content of
the dream is applicable, or whether the process of
communicating the dream carries the primary mean-
ing for the analytic relationship (Fosshage, 1994).
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Most commonly, the content of the dream is under-
stood as reflective of the transference. Facile transla-
tions of dream images as stand-ins for the analyst aid
applying the content of the dream to the transference
and, in my judgment, potentially undermine captur-
ing meanings of dream images and their dream
contexts, as well as their meaning for the analytic
relationship.

As a fifth guideline, I never assume that the conzent
of the dream directly relates to the transference
unless the analyst appears in the dream or the
dreamer immediately associates to the analyst.
Otherwise, the process of communicating the dream—
rather than the content—to the analyst most likely
carries the transferential meaning. In analyzing a
dream, relational patterns emergent in the dream
need first to be identified and subsequently to be
connected by the patient to waking life. If we sense
that a relational pattern is occurring in the analytic
relationship as well, even though the patient has not
mentioned it, we can simply inquire, “I wonder if
you are experiencing that here too?” The transfer-
ence, in the sense of applying the content of the
dream to the analytic relationship, can thus be
addressed without translating dream imagery and
without minimizing the patient’s dream or associated
experience involving relationships outside the analy-
tic relationship.

This phenomenologically grounded approach to
dreams validates the dreamer’s experience within the
dream and enhances conviction as to the meaning of
the dream. Dream images are appreciated for their
communicative value within the structure of the
dream drama. Importantly, the dreamer can begin,
or can continue, to rely more on his or her own dream
experience—rather than on the analyst’s interpretive
translations—to understand the dream. All of this
facilitates an empowered and vital sense of self.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I will present a dream that served as a
focus of discussion at a meeting in L.ondon some
years back, involving senior self-psychological and
object-relational psychoanalysts. In my discussion I
will focus on three different understandings of the
dream that emerged at that meeting to illustrate the
clinical ramifications of the more traditional models
compared with a contemporary organization model
of dream interpretation.

Jessica, a woman of 38 years of age, had entered
analytic treatment for depression.” Within the first

3 7This case illustration is a compilation of several patients and is, therefore,
not identifiable.
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three to four months, she formed an intense mirror-
ing and idealizing self-object transference connec-
tion with me in the analytic relationship that
included romantic and erotic fantasies. Over the
next several years, Jessica emerged from her depres-
sion, feeling that I liked her and feeling much better
about her self. As she had consolidated a more
positive sense of self, she began to idealize me less
and to see me as more human, which I understood to
be both a maturation of an idealized self-object
connection and a diminished need for idealization
serving a protective function.

One day, Jessica correctly perceived me as being
more anxious (concerning a personal matier that
had just occurred). Rather than a romantic figure, 1
suddenly became a “dying old man” whom she
hated, related to her experience of her father who
was quite depressed throughout her childhood years.
As she was in the throes of this transference
configuration, she reported at the next session the
following dream:

There was a family crisis and I was called to a
mortuary. I entered the room and found my uncle
dead, yet writhing in pain. My two sisters were
kneeling next to him. They were dutifully staying
with him. They were frozen and looked near dead
themselves. I first tried to comfort my uncle who
was in such pain, but found that he was inconsol-
able. I realized that he was going to writhe in pain
forever. It was terrible and hopeless. There was
nothing that I could do. I knew that I must leave.

Rebecca immediately associated to the anxiety in
my voice in the previous session and felt that I had
been vulnerable and in need. She noted that her
uncle had died about 6 months before. Previously,
he had been anxious and depressed. “I feel hostile
toward others’ neediness,” She stated, “I need to
keep you idealized because I find human pain so
scary and overwhelming to deal with.”

Differences in understanding this dream became
quite evident in the discussion between the object-
relational and self-psychological analysts. First, a
respected Kleinian analyst spoke. He saw the dream
as showing “what she does to her men,” that is, “she
destroys them.” Note that the analyst initially
remains within the structure of the dream, that is,
he understands that this is about Rebecca’s relation-
ship to a man. The Kleinian analyst, however, injects
aggression into the dream and has the dreamer
torturing and killing off her uncle. Although not a
surprising interpretation in light of the Kleinian
emphasis on aggression, I suggest that there is no
evidence whatsoever of aggression in the structure of
the dream. The dreamer’s primary affects reported
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in the dream were, instead, fear, compassion, hope-
lessness, and relief when she decided to leave. The
analyst, on this occasion, adds aggression that
fundamentally shapes his understanding of the
dream. Although Jessica reported “hating others’
neediness,” which could. be viewed as aggression
based, understanding that aggression is activated in
the service of protection against what is experienced
as overwhelming neediness of the other (in this case,
her father’s depression) is markedly different than
from the view that Jessica aggressively destroys her
men.

Then a noted object relations analyst said, “I think
this dream is about the patient’s depression.” Note
the analyst is suggesting that the patient is projecting
her depression onto the dying (dead) old man, a not
uncommon assumption. Once again, there is noth-
ing in the structure of the dream that suggests this
projection. One can arrive at that conclusion (and
many others), however, through the use of the
manifest-latent content distinction that enables fa-
cile interpretive translations of dream images. Does
the notion that the dream reflects (through projec-
tion) the patient’s depression have validity in clinical
material? Although it is true that Rebecca had come
into treatment suffering from depression, it was
amply clear in the presented clinical material that
she was at this time no longer depressed. In my view,
there was no evidence in the dream or the clinical
material that supported the interpretation. It is my
contention that, when an analyst sharply deviates
from the dreamer’s experience in the dream, the
analyst invalidates as well as potentially undermines
the dreamer’s conviction about her own dream
experience. In addition, to translate an object image
to be a self image forecloses further investigation of
the self-with-other relational scenario as portrayed in
the dream.

I then said: “In my view, this dream was about
Rebecca’s struggle with a deeply depressed other.”
Note that my understanding is in keeping with the
structure of the dream itself and with the affective
tones (fear, compassion, hopelessness, and relief) of
the dream. It is also in keeping with the patient’s
associations about her struggle with a depressed
“neediness” in the other, now activated in the
analytic relationship. The new element ini the dream
is that Rebecca realized that, in this circumstance,
she “must leave.” This was viewed as a develop-
mental movement, for the dreamer now had an
option to leave instead of becoming “frozen” and
“near death,” as her sisters, in attempting to console
an inconsolable person, which was related to her
. experience with her father. To remain closer to the
patient’s experience within her dream and to
the structure of the dream tends, in my view, to

validate the dreamer’s experience, increases the
dreamer’s conviction about her dream experience,
and reveals more accurately the dream’s meanings.
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