
 

 

Bad Dream 
 

Many have offered ideas about why we dream. Freud suggests dreams are paths that 

allow us to fulfill forbidden desires.1 Another view is that they are echoes of our attempts 

to work out conflicting emotions.2 There’s also a belief that we are practicing survival 

skills.3 An assistant professor of psychology at Harvard Medical School believes we dream 

in order to solve problems.4 Those of us who practice some form of spirituality may prefer 

the yoga teachings which suggest dreams are karmic traces.5 Perhaps they may even side 

with the idea of the dream experience being an expression of consciousness.6 We prefer to  

think of dreams as being the flow of continuity between our waking and sleeping states.7 

We dream of fantasies when we sleep and fantasize while awake. We experience emotions 

and portray them through our behaviors during our waking state only to experience them 

again when we close our eyes. We agree with the yogis, awareness should not be limited to 

our waking state, but should be practiced in our sleep state as well. 

 

In our time of dreaming, we have experienced what some many call the nightmare, as 

we are sure many have. While we may become fascinated by the bizarre content of such 

dreams, it’s not what qualifies a nightmare. A nightmare is like stress, it disrupts what we 

call normal. A nightmare disturbs. What might be disturbing within a dream that would 

cause such stress? 

 

Nightmares are thought to be representations of conflict, failure, or apprehension.8 All 

of these appear to be ambiguous. Apprehension though may be a bit more specific. This 
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can suggest a sense of anxiety and a sense of understanding. Perhaps a nightmare could 

represent the dissonance experienced when violating our ethics. In any case, these may 

suggest our inability adapt or difficulties adapting to certain events. They may also suggest 

poor thought process, whether through injury or some other cause.9 To be clear, those 

experiencing nightmares due to post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), do so because of 

triggers or cues. In any, the conflict resides within. 

 

While many of the brain’s systems shut down when we sleep, areas tied to our 

emotions remain active.10 Typical emotions may include fear, anger, anxiety, elation, and 

love. On account of these areas being active, they may not only be processing the emotions 

experienced, but also play a hand in providing emotional learning11 during the sleep 

process. Thus, we suggest when interpreting dreams, one should focus on the emotion 

experienced.  

 

The activities we participate in during the day are many and often appear unending. At 

what point are we able to process the day’s experience? Sleep may be the opportunity the 

brain needs. As we move through the different stages of sleep, our experiences are 

transformed into memories and learning.12 They are processed into useful pieces of 

information.  

 

When sleeping, we enter several different brain wave configurations. We are typically 

in the beta wave region because we are active. During rest or periods of focus, we shift into 

the alpha wave set. Within the alpha wave range, we enter the slow-wave sleep process. 

This occurs several times during sleep where we vacillate between alpha, theta, and delta 

wave sleep.13 When we enter the theta wave area, we are processing emotions.14 This 
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occurs during our waking state as well. During the process while asleep, images are often 

paired with the emotion. When some aspect of our survival is thought to be threatened, 

whether its security or integrity, we experience distress. Through our distress we become 

anxious or depressed, the same as if awake.15 Whether asleep or awake, we react 

physically and emotionally to stress. 

 

If we continue with the idea of dreams as a means of mentally processing emotions, 

then we can surmise the dreaming process takes some of the load from our waking state. 

Think of the dreaming process as an efficient means of supplementing our daytime routine. 

However, this does not explain why we experience nightmares. Without knowing why 

limits us on how to reduce the prevalence of such dreams. Lucid dreaming techniques may 

allow those experiencing nightmares to reduce the threat by changing the dream.16 This 

method is controversial. Another method would be changes in our belief system or taking 

time to process emotions. One method is through mindful meditation. In this exercise, 

those emotionally charged events are observed in a secure state of mind. Adopting an 

attitude of being in control may also be useful.17 However, a nightmare is a disturbance 

that causes stress. Thus, it may be wise to consider those methods employed to release 

stress as a means of reducing the effects of a nightmare. 
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