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Lucid Dreaming as a

Transpersonal (Meditational) State:
A Potential Distinction

from Dream-work Methods
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Brock University

As interesting as we find Akhter Ahsen’s (1988) method of variously re-
dreaming the dream in wakefulness as an addition to current therapeutic
dream-work, it may be a mistake to link his approach to the growing litera-
ture on lucid dreams. His comments show that he understands lucid
dreaming as a sort of mental waking up in the dream, allowing primarily its
deliberate modification. This seems to miss the characteristic sense of
clarity and/or peak experience in these dreams that appears precisely
when they are not controlled (or over-controlled) and which links themto
similar states occurring within meditative practice and other altered states
of consciousness. This misunderstanding is widespread and probably
stems from the actual proximity of inexperienced lucid dreamers to physi-
cal awakening and the trememdous emphasis on dream control in the
more popular literature on lucid dreams.

In contrast, our research suggests that lucid dreams are something
more than a mental waking-up in the dream — especially since forms of
confusion and clouding characteristic of ordinary dreams can continue
even within the most stabilized lucid dreaming. Similarly, the idea of a
“struggle” between dreaming and waking consciousness applies only to
its unstabilized levels or to the sort of deliberate psychic adventuring
emphasized in media accounts. Allowed to deepen in its own way, with a
mininum of control (other than to stay in the dream), lucidity seems to
resultin the enhanced mental clarity and blissful release that also follows
from the highly similar“witness” or” mindfulness” techniques of medita-
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Physiological Parallels
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tf: 'é;ljen emovement signal which he has found could be an artifac
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demand characteristics, that is, his subjects are typically told to signal
when they know they are dreaming and then to do a predesigned task;
active engagement in a dream task with consciousness could keep the
system somatically aroused.

A study by Gackenbach et al. (1987) sheds some light on this apparent
discrepancy. They had a long-term meditator who during meditation showed
physiological signs of transcending correlating with his self-reports. This
individual claimed that he was conscious of his true state throughout his
sleep cycle, that is, he knew he was sleeping and sometimes dreaming
during the entire night. This ability is called “witnessing sleep” and its
stabilization is thought to be a result of the regular practice of meditation
(Alexander, Boyer & Orme-Johnson, 1985). In the sleep laboratory this
meditator was able to signal with prearranged eye movements that he
knew he was dreaming/sleeping during REM, Stage 1 and Stage 2 sleep.
Interestingly, and in line with the present hypothesis, he showed physio-
logical arousal around the eye movement signal but, contrary to the data
of LaBerge et al. (1986), he rapidly returned to quiet somatic levels shortly

thereafter. With at least this one subject signaling was somatically arous-
ing but his self-reported continued consciousness in sleep was not. This
study tentatively confirms that as lucid dreaming unfolds to witnessing
dreaming, somatic arousal decreases and the equation of consciousness
in sleep to states desired by the practice of meditation becomes firmer.
EEG work with dream lucidity is unfortunately fairly limited at this point,
with the bulk having been done by Ogilvie, Hunt and associates (Hunt &
Ogilvie, 1988; Ogilvie, Hunt, Sawicki & McGowan, 1978; Ogilvie, Hunt,
Tyson, Lucescu & Jenkins, 1982; Tyson, Ogilvie & Hunt, 1984). In this
series of studies they sought to demonstrate the lucidity-meditation con-
nection by examining alphawaves in lucid and nonlucid REM. Reviews of
the EEG and meditation literature have fairly consistently pointed to the
association of alpha with meditation (Taneli & Krahne, 1987; West, 1980).
The Ogilvie and Hunt group found, consistent with the meditation litera-
ture, variations in alpha as a function of stage of lucidity. Specifically, they
found increased alpha in prelucid REM periods and early in lucidity and
have likened this to the access phases of waking meditation. Similarly,
West (1980) and Teneliand Krahne (1987) have summarized the EEG and
meditation literature for power measures and note changes as a function
of stage of meditation. Both reviewers agree that at the beginning and at
the end of meditation, increases in alpha are observed. Later, theta occurs,

often intermixed with alpha, and at the “transcending’ or “samadhi”
phase bursts of beta occur.

Dream Lucidity and Dream Witnessing: Are They Related?

Some clarity about this relationship can be obtained by looking at the
phenomenological relationship between lucidity and witnessing in sleep.
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Whereas lucidity has been characterized by Moffitt, Purcell, Hoffman,
Pigeau, and Wells (1986) as the capstone of their 9-point scale measuring
self-reflectiveness in sleep, Alexander et al. (1985) argue that it can also
be conceptualized as a developmental bridge to witnessing dreams. In
other words, the evolution of self-reflective consciousness does not end
with lucidity. One can move further alongthe continuumtoamore quiet,
uninvolved state of awareness that is experienced as having no boun-
daries. According to Alexander et al. (1985), this stage, known as witness-
ing, most often emerges spontaneously. However, it can be phenomenologi
cally viewed as falling along a continuum.

In interviews with long-time meditators Gackenbach (in press) has
been able to conceptualize the relationship of lucidity to witnessing in
terms of five basic stages. In order to understand these stages, one must
think of the progression, at least in part, as the dreamer shifts from being
an “actor”’ in the dream to the “observer’ of it. The stages are:

Stage One. Initially in lucid dreaming, the actor is dominant. The only
role the observer plays is to recognize, however briefly, that the self is
dreaming. Despite this recognition, the feeling is still that the dream is
“out there” and that the self is“in here” and, further, the dream ego “in
here”) is very much involved with what is happening “out there.”

Stage Two. At some point it may occur to the dreamer that what is“ out
there” is actually“inside” or”l am dreaming’ ratherthan“thisis a dream”
may be the attribution. Two paths seem open to the dreamer. The dreamer
may continue active engagement of the dream events all the while recog-
nizing that it is the self represented by the dream ego that is involved; or,
shift his/her attention to the “inside 1" allowing the “outside |” — the
dream scene — to fade.

Stage Three. Lucid dreams in this stage tend to be short. A meditator
describes it as a thought that rises which you take note of and then let go
of. “The action of the dream,” he says, “is not dominant. It does not grip
you so that you are identified with it as opposed to the first step in which
the focus was more on the active [participation].”

Stage Four. In this stage an “inner wakefulness” dominates, you do not
have dreams or in any case you do not remember having dreams.

Stage Five. Once the dreamer is firmly embedded in this transcendental
state or “pure’ consciousness while sleeping, she/he moves into the
experience. Now the " dream” will characteristically take symbolic forms
not generally found in nonlucid or lucid dreams of an earlier stage: They
will be much more abstract and have no sensory aspects tothem, no men-
tal images, no emotional feelings, no sense of body or space. There is a
quality of unboundednessto them.“One experiences oneself to beapart
of atremendous composite of relationships,” a meditator explains. These
are not social or conceptual or intellectual relationships, only “a web of
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Conclusions
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