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Abstract

Psychology thus far has been the leading discipline in the study of dreams and 

supposes dreams are intrapersonal. Through the theoretical lens of Social Construction of 

Reality and the framework of self-disclosure, this study focuses on how intimate couples 

share dreams as a communicative process.

Social Construction of Reality is the creation, maintenance, and transformation of 

reality through social interaction (Deetz, 1982). Crotty (1998) states that social 

construction involves "knowledge" and "meaningful reality" that is based on "human 

practices, being constructed in and of interaction between human beings and their world" 

(p. 42). This social construction of "meaningful reality" provides the basis for this study.

The method of gathering data included a focus group of five participants followed 

by narrative or conversational interviews with six individual participants. The focus 

group was guided by the work of Morgan (1997) and Stewart (1990) and the narrative 

interviews were based on the work of Kvale (1996) and Mishler (1991). Together the 

Review of the Literature and methodology sections provide a foundation for research on 

the way relationship is constituted through communicative dialogue of dream sharing. 

Three primary themes emerged from analysis of the Human Science capta: (1) relational 

turning points, (2) mutuality, and (3) dream dialectics.
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Introduction

Crow returned home dreaming a Raven dream, a big dream full o f promise and 

gifts, full o f hope and renewal, light and warmth. It was a power dream o f  

strength and courage... a way o f seeing multi-dimensionally while standing firmly 

grounded in personal power, a way to survive in troubled times. Crow is pretty 

smart and knows that when you take a Raven dream seriously, the Raven Dream 

will take you seriously. So, Crow took the Raven Dream to heart. She danced the 

dream, sang the dream, painted the dream, acted out the dream, and she gave the 

dream away. The dream gift multiplied in the telling and sharing and became a 

part o f other people ’slives and stories, no longer a dream, but a reality. Crow

continues to have Raven Dreams, and she continues to pay attention to them and 

they continue to pay attention to her.

—Artist Denise Kester, 2004 

Traditionally, dreams have been studied in the psychology discipline as a 

phenomenon specific to individual cognition. This limiting conceptualization says 

nothing of the ways in which dreams become viable communicative exchange. Only 

recently has dream sharing became a popular culture topic of interest to share in online 

forums, chat rooms, and websites such as dreamgate.com. The popular cultural curiosity 

has led to even more recent attention of some in the academic community to begin a 

dialogue by initiating such questions as: How do people approach the sharing of dreams 

in face-to-face dialogue? How do individuals make sense of their dreams through the 

communicative process of sharing with an intimate Other? It is through the actual telling



2

of dreams that individuals are able to describe feelings and apply any perceived relevance 

to their relationships. Revelation of one’s dreams to a partner becomes significant for 

some couples in the social construction of their relational world. Until they share their 

dreams, in order to interpret and implement their interpretations, dreams remain only in 

the mind of the individual. So how then, do couples communicate their dreams with one 

another? How do such couples, together, socially construct their dreams?

My personal interest in this subject blossomed when I began telling friends about 

the dream diary I have kept religiously for the past five years. This disclosure led to 

conversation and further reflection about their own dreams and how they relay these 

sensations of sleep to their intimate partners. In an e-mail my friend Monique sent me, 

she explained, “My opinion about sharing dreams with a partner, is that, well I tell him 

most of them, but not the ones about other cute guys... don’t think he would like to hear 

that, jealous or upset or something like that, so I tend to leave all the cute guy stuff out of 

it when I tell him dreams.”

Monique’s account of her concealing certain dreams made me want to gain an 

understanding as to why some dreams are considered acceptable to share, while others 

are considered “taboo” topics. Dreams may be used as an entry point by which to grow 

closer with intimate partners. In another example of an encounter I had with dream 

sharing, my friends and I had just returned to my apartment from a popular local club. I 

was with a male friend, a few of his friends, and his girlfriend. I had not previously 

known these people so I was unusually guarded with personal information about myself, 

unwilling to disclose anything too revealing. However, the most remarkable part of the
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evening was the conversation focus, an interesting and stimulating group discourse on 

dreams that lasted for hours. We engaged in various interpretations of each other’s 

dreams, sharing and suggesting ways to use dreams to our advantage in waking life.

Jung (1965) believed the inner dialogue that dreams provide is a significant part 

of daily life. Jung did not simply focus on the explanation of these images but 

emphasized the understanding. In the years before his death, he drew mandalas, recorded 

dreams, talked to his “anima” and meditated to produce images, all in an effort to be 

more aware of his own unconscious state of being. He says of dreams, “We do not take 

the trouble to understand them, let alone draw ethical conclusions from them” (p. 192). I 

believe we gain self-awareness through the telling of the dreams and purging our most 

profound fears and desires embodied within our dreams.

Dreams are an interesting way of opening up and expressing ourselves. The use 

of dreams became a unique vehicle for my friends and I to share our private intimate 

details. What I realized in the discussion with my friends is how important disclosure is 

to the gaining of access to profound feelings. Dream sharing appeared to be a catalyst for 

the revealing of feelings and growing relationally closer. Thus began my dream sharing 

journey to understand, from a communication disciplinary paradigm, such questions as: 

How and why do we share dreams which might reveal our interior multiple realities of 

Self? How and why do we share? How does one move from the interpersonal realm of 

dreaming to the interpersonal process of sharing? How do we make choices about how 

to reveal Self? What are acceptable topics? What are taboo topics? How do couples use 

dreams to co-construct meaning between them? Using the theoretical framework of
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Social Construction of Reality, this study will explore and attempt to gain an 

understanding of how intimate partners construct meaning in their relationship through 

the communicative process of dream sharing.
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Chapter 1 
Review of Related Literature

Perhaps because dreaming is something every human being does conversations 

about dreams can make us feel comfortable. As Kerouac (1973) says, “The fact that 

everybody in the world dreams every night ties all mankind [sic] together shall we say in 

one unspoken Union” (p. 3). This review of the literature explores the framework of self

disclosure as a function for dream sharing in the concealing or revealing of dreams, taboo 

dream topics, the intrapersonal process of dream defining, and how dreams in the co

construction of meaning in intimate partnerships relate to gender and religion. Each of 

these dimensions of disclosure plays a role in co-construction of meaning in intimate 

partnerships and presents a unique dimension of how each influences a partner's decision 

to share or withhold aspects of Self.

1.1 Disclosure as a Framework

Disclosure is a way to be transparent to Self and Others; to allow Self to be seen 

and unmasked. When we show those we care for the many facets of our being, including 

our beliefs, desires, fears, and thoughts, we are allowing them to enter into more 

profound levels of communication with us. Jourard (1971) suggests:

To be transparent is a twofold action, with consequences for self and others. It is 

to let the disclosure of the world, including our own embodied being, stand forth 

before our consciousness. It is to be accepting and nonselective toward the 

ceaseless disclosure of the changing being that is the world. And it is to be an 

active discloser to the world which includes one’s fellow beings, (p. 180)

When romantic partners care deeply for one another they develop a secure milieu
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of intimacy whereby transparency is encouraged and sharing thoughts and emotions 

becomes a non-threatening experience. This type of intimacy in a partnership is defined 

by Timmerman (1991) as, "a quality of a relationship in which the individuals have 

reciprocal feelings of trust and emotional closeness toward each other and are able to 

self-disclose their thoughts and feelings” (as cited by Duffey, Wooten, & Lumadue, 2002, 

p. 56). Self-disclosure is discussed as a precursor to the mutual process of sharing in this 

review and is characterized by what Timmerman (1991) says is the “confiding of deeply 

personal information to another" (as cited by Duffey et al., 2002, p. 56). Furthermore, 

Jourard (1964) states, “self-disclosure follows an attitude of love and trust” (p. 4).

Derlega, Metts, Petronio, and Margulis (1993) discuss self-disclosure as “a central 

communication activity in the development of interpersonal relationships” and how this 

“occurs when a person reveals previously unknown details concerning identity, values, 

views, and opinions” (as cited by Ijams & Miller, 2000, p. 135). When couples discuss 

their dreams they gain more in-depth level of intimacy because they are revealing highly 

personal information. By sharing the dreams we are opening ourselves “to the possibility 

of outside influence, of social reaction, commentary, and interpretation” (Lippmann, 

1995, p. 205).

Relational dialectics are one way to explore the notion of dream disclosure. One 

might choose to disclose a dream, seeking discussion with an intimate partner in an 

“effort at understanding and coherence” however, simultaneously desire to keep the 

dream private for fear of “shame, embarrassment...and...discovery” of personal 

information (Lippmann, 1995, p. 206). When deciding to describe a dream to an intimate
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Other, one must wrestle with the privacy/autonomy dialectic. Continuing with this notion, 

Ijams and Miller (2000) examined why individuals choose to reveal or conceal dreams to 

and from an intimate Other in their disclosure study. They report that dreams may reflect 

sexual conflicts that the dreamer wants to conceal resulting in a “dream expression” and 

“dream protection” dialectical tension (p. 135). Baxter and Montgomery (1996) hold the 

position that the perceived “social life is a dynamic knot of contradictions” and that there 

exists within relationships “a ceaseless interplay between contrary or opposing 

tendencies” (p. 3). Through the lens of self-disclosure in the exploration of dream 

sharing, dialectical tension might be as a primary interpersonal communication 

occurrence that can enhance or disrupt a relationship.

Ijams and Miller (2000) and others note that self-disclosure is both an 

intrapersonal and interpersonal dialectical process. The dialectical tension of openness 

and closedness exists both individually and relationally within the partnership. They 

state, “Intrapersonally, individuals wrestle with the dialectical dilemma to disclose or 

conceal information. Interpersonally, individuals disclose and/or conceal information 

based upon dynamic patterns of expression and privacy that operate within their 

relationship” (p. 136).

Romantic partners manage this dialectical tension on two levels: individual and 

relational. For example, a person may dream of “homosexual bestiality” and desire to 

discuss the experience with an intimate partner but simultaneously want to conceal the 

information for fear of humiliation or rejection (Ijams, 1996; Ijams & Miller, 2000). The 

authors offer the following example of how couples take predictability into account
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before a disclosure:

Let’s say this person decides to disclose this information to her intimate partner 

because he usually responds to her disclosures in a supportive, non-critical 

fashion. Since her partner responded positively to the embarrassing disclosure, 

she proceeded to share the entire story, (p. 136)

Disclosing dreams in an intimate relationship might be encouraged by the other partner, 

creating a safe environment for future disclosures.

Hoppe-Nagao and Ting-Toomey (2002) found that in some intimate partnerships 

the perceived struggle involved one partner desiring more openness while the other 

partner desired more closedness (p. 159). The researchers found a link between the 

autonomy-closedness relational dialectic and the openness-closedness relational dialectic; 

the partners reported using open and closed channels of communication and monitoring 

the amount of information shared as a way to negotiate the autonomy-closedness dialectic 

(p. 159). They found that couples withdraw from the relationship when confronted by 

excessive openness (p. 159). The negotiation of boundaries between the autonomy and 

closedness dialectic is present in relationships as a continuous, irresolvable tension.

Partners may feel uneasy disclosing “taboo” dreams to their intimate Other for 

fear of rejection. Ijams (1996) outlines three types of taboo dreams including sexual 

infidelity, sexual deviance, and social interaction dreams (p. 102). Despite the fact that 

they are not waking life reality, dreams depicting infidelity, according to Ijams and Miller 

(2000), may be concealed from the intimate other so as not to hurt her or his feelings. The 

concealing of dreams that are deemed taboo by relational partners suggests dreams take
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on agency, that is, they are perceived by the dreamer as distinct entities such as “the 

dream told me that...” (Stefanakis, 1995, p. 98). In this way, dreams are constructed by 

the dreamer as having “potentially face threatening consequences;” as Stefanakis (1995) 

provides examples from his research of using dreams as face savers in relationships:

One individual reported an account where he wanted to discuss the issue of a 

short-term separation with his partner. Another individual described a situation 

where the information originated in a dream, that is, they offered the account as 

a dream account. Interestingly, in one of the cases a dream teller’s partner was 

aware that it was not an actual dream account but, nevertheless, appreciated the 

flexibility this type of account gave them in their discussion of the issue at hand.

(p. 100)

Intimate partners may decide to discount the dreams, rendering them fantasy accounts 

rather than treating the dreams as actual events or thoughts the partner had.

Loyalty is one of the most important factors in a monogamous relationship and a 

breach of this commitment can create disruption in the couple’s lives. Sexual infidelity is 

a serious violation in most committed intimate relationships and disclosing dreams of 

infidelity may create distress for both partners (Ijams, 1996, p. 103). In her 1996 study, 

Ijams found that disclosing dreams of infidelity usually creates jealous, angry, and hurt 

feelings and offers the following example of a female respondent in her study, saying 

she:

Frequently dreamt of erotic evenings with movie stars like Sylvester Stallone and

Jean-Claude Van Damme and concealed these dreams for fear of hurting her
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boyfriend’s feelings. Another respondent dreamt she was about to make love to 

her ex-boyfriend when her current fiance interrupted the scene and was fuming, 

(p. 103)

A deviant dream is one that involves activities that may be outside the cultural 

norm, such as sexual content or any topic dreamers find unmentionable, immoral, or 

forbidden within our socialization. Other deviant dreams include homosexuality, 

marginal sex involving bestiality or incest, and “gossip dreams” which involve dialogue 

about the subjects’ romantic relationships. According to Ijams (1996), in waking life, 

people who deviate from normative sexual behaviors may be chastised, imprisoned, or 

alienated by society. It follows then, that some people will also be uncomfortable having 

and certainly disclosing their own marginal sexual dreams.

Incest dreams, in particular, have not always been deemed taboo. According to 

Grottanelli (1999) in ancient Greece, incest dreams, particularly those between a son and 

mother were considered good omens as stated in the 2nd Century AD dream interpretation 

book, Oneirocritica. The meanings attributed to these incest dreams, according to the 

ancient Greeks, were dependent upon the specific sexual positions in which the mother 

and son were engaged. Further meaning created for these dreams were determined “by 

different circumstances, such as the relationship existing between the dreamer and his 

mother or the composition of the dreamer’s household.” (Grottanelli, 1999, p. 144).

In the modem world however, incest and other deviant dreams induce shame in 

the dreamer. Respondents in Ijams’ 1996 study reported feeling humiliated by deviant 

sexual dreams they had and concealed their dreams for fear of rejection by their intimate
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partner. Ijams offers the following stories:

One respondent, for example, dreamt of incestuous activity with her cousin. She 

was revolted by her outlandish sexual behavior and concealed the dream because 

of its unacceptable content. Another respondent experienced sexual relations with 

a person of the same biological sex. The dreamer was ashamed of his homosexual 

desires, while dreaming, and, thus, concealed the dream from his brother. He 

feared knowledge of his dream might constitute his true homosexual tendencies, 

which would harm his sibling relationship, (p. 105)

Social interaction dreams are those with romantic dialogue. Ijams (1996) tells the 

story of one respondent who dreamt of proposing marriage to an ex-girlfriend: “The 

dream, he feared, confirmed his ‘true conscious feelings’ and desire to marry his ex

girlfriend. He concealed the dream from his girlfriend in order to protect her feelings” (p. 

106).

Personal disclosures may also have other negative effects; for instance, partners 

may have second thoughts about what they have shared. According to Haight (2001), the 

regret of self-disclosure is similar to buyer’s remorse, when one avidly buys an item only 

to regret it later (p. 91). The item can be returned; however, self-disclosing is irreversible. 

The person sharing the story may feel detached from intimacy or conversely, the recipient 

may be frightened and thus shut down for fear of intimacy.

Haight (2001) says caring about a person who discloses an intimate story is 

important in order to develop trust. She states, “This concept is difficult to measure but 

when someone cares, the recipient of the caring feels worth and potential” (p. 91).
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A safe environment is another important factor in the disclosure of personal 

experiences. Shohet (1985) explains that when disclosing dreams to a group, the sharing 

environment can be advantageous to the sharer. She reports, “What starts out to be a very 

scary feeling—say wanting to murder someone—will probably have been experienced by 

others in the group” (p. 84). Because we all cope with similar themes, both in life and in 

dreams, such as birth, death, sex, conflict, and love, we are able to relate to the sharing of 

these topics. Shohet (1985) gives the following anecdote of a woman who shared with a 

support group, her dream of a baby fish that died:

A member of the group listening asked her about a baby dying, and the dreamer 

burst into tears and shared about a recent abortion. The people in the group were 

very supportive and shared their experiences of abortions, miscarriages and loss 

of babies. They started to work on a new level through the sharing of the dream 

and their common experience of loss. (p. 84)

Disclosure of dreams is quite clearly a cathartic event. As Shohet (1985) points 

out, we all have parts of Self that we do not want to reveal, but doing so can bring relief 

to the individual and provide a way for closeness to emerge (p. 85). It might be unhealthy 

for one to withhold information from a partner and therefore the act of sharing results in 

therapeutic benefits. To refrain from sharing might also have

Shohet (1985) admits that for certain people sharing what many consider highly 

personal information, may be uncomfortable, but suggests not underestimating the 

advantage of disclosing to a partner. She recommends that one can initiate the disclosure 

process by telling dreams to friends and family, but posits that, “much of the value in
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(sharing dreams) lies in taking the risk and finding yourself more readily accepted than 

you expected” (p. 85). She continues by suggesting listening to each other’s dreams and 

then repeating them back to one another and theorizes that hearing one’s own dream is 

more important than accuracy of the dream.

Shohet (1985) incorporates dream sharing into her own life and acknowledges 

how expression has brought her and her partner closer:

I have been sharing dreams regularly with my partner ever since we started to live 

together. This has alerted us to each other’s moods and preoccupations in the day- 

to-day living. But it has also alerted us to deeper issues...we were and are able to 

face issues, which consciously we had not realized caused us so much conflict, (p. 

86)

Being able to identify with someone by sharing emotions makes both the sharer 

and receiver feel a sense of closeness. Relaying a dream provides a way for the sharer 

and recipient to understand one another and thus feel connected. Shohet (1985) notes 

that “in dreams we are all equal” and believes that “through sharing these dreams with 

one another, we can discuss those feelings that are common among us” (p. 202). She 

offers the following story:

In one case of a twelve-year-old girl with school phobia she related a nightmare, 

which involved being chased by a man with a needle, which makes you walk one 

step in a million years. When the dream was presented to the family, the mother 

spontaneously said, “But I had dreams like that when I was a child.” The father 

commented, “Well I didn’t exactly have them that way, but I also had dreams of
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having very heavy legs and not being able to move very fast— doesn’t 

everyone?” The similarity of feelings in all their dreams helped the parents 

discuss the feelings of hopelessness they all had in common, (p. 97)

Though the focus of this review is the act of sharing or disclosing within a 

relationship, it may also be important to understand and define one’s dreams 

intrapersonally before sharing a dream narrative with a partner. Boss (1977) takes a 

phenomenological approach to dreams and dreamers and the need to fully understand 

how they operate. Therapeutic application is also a goal for Boss, but does not override 

the desire to first understand the phenomena:

It is one thing to understand a particular mode of human Being-in-the-world 

occurring while, and reported after, dreaming; it is another thing entirely to 

apply this understanding to the awakened dreamer, though of course the 

understanding has to come before the application, (pp. 24-25)

Boss (1977) reduces the problem of dream interpretation into two questions:

(a) To what phenomena is a person’s existence at the time of dreaming 

sufficiently open, that they may shine forth into it and so come into being?

(b) Now that (s)he is awake, is (s)he able to recognize features of his (her) own 

existence which are identical in essence with the traits of the phenomena which 

(s)he could perceive in his (her) dreaming state only outside himself (herself), 

from “external” objects, animals, or fellow human beings? (pp. 26- 27)

When a dreamer is able to interpret one’s own dream, she or he will no longer 

need to adhere to one mode of existence or dreaming existence and objectify this state of
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consciousness as a concrete “dream” that people can “have” (Boss, 1977). The dreamer 

can shift from the dream realm to interpretation. Once the dreamer has an understanding 

of the dream s/he can then move to a description of the dream to another person.

Clark (1999) also suggests dreams as a therapeutic way to engage in relational 

and intrapersonal discussions (p. 160). In a study of dream sharing as a counseling 

strategy to prompt children to discuss personal subjects, Clark highlights three important 

aspects including: the therapeutic value of dream processing, dream theory, and 

developmental considerations. He reports that through dream sharing children can 

express themselves more readily because they are talking about issues in a more indirect 

way than if they chose to disclose a specified problematic area (p. 167). The act of 

relaying one’s dream can provide a safe way to discuss issues and themes represented 

within the context of the dream but which also lead to problems occurring in waking life 

(Clark, 1994, 1995,1998,1999). This suggests that the use of dreams as a topic for self

disclosure allows the Other to feel supported and therefore a mutual dream sharing 

process can be expressed. The highly personal topics of dreams provide a way for 

couples, friends, relatives, and children to broach subjects that may otherwise be 

undesirable.

It may prove beneficial for partners to use dream sharing as a tool to grow closer 

and incorporate what they have learned about themselves through the exploration of their 

dreams within the intimate relationship. Koch-Sheras and Sheras (1998) theorize that 

“dreams become the vehicle for talking about feelings and fantasies and imagining what 

is possible to have in a life together” (p. 63). By communicating their dreams, intimate
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partners help build the cohesive unit known as “couple,” which individuals co-construct 

together. Koch-Sheras and Sheras (1998) imagine a step-by-step process for partners 

saying that “each step required a specific set of things to do or say to make sure that the 

thing you call ‘couple’ can be created” (p. 63).

Koch-Sheras and Sheras’ (1998) notion of “couple” is that of a co-created entity 

that is greater than the sum of its parts. This process of co-creating is essentially for a 

couple to become “couple”:

In this type of relationship, both people operate as a couple all the time, even if 

they are not in the presence of their partner. This means they consider each other 

and are empowered by their mutual visions and support. They are not striving to 

achieve any particular type of relationship; they are merely creating their 

relationship together as they go along, (p. 64)

The couple is an ongoing co-creating team with common goals; they imagine 

together the joint fixture they desire to have. They problem-solve together, generating 

possible solutions and thus transform and maintain their relationship (Koch-Sheras & 

Sheras, 1998).

Past research suggests couples should share conflict with their partners as soon as 

they are aware of potential problematic issues and advocates that through dream sharing a 

couple can explore their relationship and more effectively manage issues (Koch-Sheras & 

Sheras, 1998, Cohen & Bumbaugh, 2004; Kolchakian & Hill, 2002). The topic of dreams 

serves as a protective mask that partners can use to address conflict within the 

relationship. Koch-Sheras and Sheras (1998) posit, “A relatively painless and productive
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way to acknowledge the presence of conflict in your relationship is to bring it up through 

sharing a dream in which the problem appears” (p. 146). They also postulate this strategy 

will enable intimate partners to address problems within the relationship in a personal 

context, yet still maintain some distance from anxiety that both individuals may be 

feeling about a particular topic.

Koch-Sheras and Sheras (1998) tell the story of Linda who dreamt of raw sewage 

covering her. The dream occurred soon after her boyfriend Matthew told her in waking 

life that he had recently talked to an ex-lover:

After having this dream, Linda realized how much anger and resentment (“raw 

sewage”) she had stored up toward him, and how she was feeling “shit on” by 

hearing him talk about the other woman. She realized she had been holding in her 

anger to avoid conflict, (pp. 150-151)

Linda equated the retelling of her story to her boyfriend to the sharing of feelings, “Once 

I did, we were able to explore the possibilities of a relationship we could both enjoy” (p. 

151).

Koch-Sheras and Sheras (1998) recognize that sharing negative feelings, 

including jealousy, hostility, aggression, and anger can be difficult to address because of 

the partner’s potential reaction. Dreamer Tina dreamt about her husband playing his 

guitar while she was stuck at home fixing dinner. The dreamer translated the dream into 

feelings of jealousy and resentment that she didn’t get to go out and have some time off 

from her domestic duties. Tina was later able to use the dream as a way to connect with 

her husband and share the feelings that she had been withholding. Koch-Sheras and
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Sheras (1998) say, “She shared the dream with him, and they were able to work on 

creating a new vision for their relationship that included spending more time together” (p. 

150).

When considering how intimate partners share their dreams with one another, it is 

imperative to look at the factors that may influence the way in which they disclose. The 

way in which a couple co-creates meanings with dream sharing can be affected by such 

social constructions as gender and religion. For instance, past research indicates that 

women are more likely to self-disclose than men, primarily due to the different cultural 

perspectives in which the genders are socialized. Wood (2000) and others suggest that 

women and men create and live in different speech communities (p. 159). Hook et al. 

(2003) cite other scholars in their study of gender differences in intimacy; they report that 

women feel more accepted in social, sexual, and intellectual situations (463-465). Tannen 

(1990) argues that the objective for women is to gain a sense of closeness in conversation 

whereas men are more interested in problem solving when confronted with emotions as 

an issue. This suggests that men are more “doing” oriented and therefore are more 

preoccupied with “fixing” an emotional issue than trying to understand the complexities. 

Dindia (2000) reports in her study on self-disclosure and sex differences that the older 

notion of men sharing less and women sharing more is still evident (p. 23). Hook et al., 

however report in their 2003 study the contrary that “women in this study were not more 

likely than men to share private aspects about themselves” with their partners (p. 471). 

Jourard (1971) found in his study of male disclosure that men tend to “discount feelings 

as a basis for disclosure” and that this notion corroborates with “role theory” as well as
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stereotypes of men being “strong and silent.” He further posits that men seem “distrustful 

with feelings” and less “vulnerable to betrayal” (p. 26). The idea that men do not feel 

they need to share certain feelings or topics with others suggests they may place less 

value than women do on their disclosures. Perhaps they require someone to instigate the 

sharing or reciprocal disclosure. Jourard states, “Doubtless it is an occasion of anxiety for 

many men if they have revealed more about themselves to another man than he has 

revealed to them” (p. 26).

Based on the conflicting data it will be interesting to see if dream sharing is 

influenced by gender; if women are more likely to disclose than men.

Other studies depict dreams as metaphors that women and men can use to 

establish meaning and to open channels for discussion about issues or areas of their 

relationship they may need to address. Dreams as symbols can be used by intimate 

partners to keep their private selves masked so they feel more comfortable revealing 

themselves. A dream sharing study by Duffey et al. (2002) demonstrated that several 

partners reported the act of sharing allowed the dream metaphors to be “discussed, 

processed, and successfully integrated” in their partnership (p. 63).

One particular married couple in the Duffey et al. (2002) study revealed how their 

relationship was revitalized through the action of sharing their dreams. The husband 

believed he had already disclosed everything about himself throughout their marriage, but 

his partner did not feel emotionally bonded with him (p. 63). The husband was 

traditionally masculine, described as "reserved, controlled, and structured," yet his 

dreams showed "color, rebelliousness, and flamboyance," (p. 63). Both partners
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perceived that the process of dream sharing had enhanced their relationship because the 

metaphors allowed them to see new, previously hidden sides of each other (p. 63).

Aside from gender effects on disclosure, religious perspectives add another 

dimension to dream sharing. The role of spirituality in dreams is quite evident in the 

doctrines of most world religions. In Von Grunebaum’s (1966) introductory chapter to 

The Dream in Human Societies, he cites many scholars who discuss the role of dreams in 

religion. In the Christian bible, for instance, Joseph is confronted by God who imparts 

him with the knowledge of dreams; God explains to Joseph the science of dreams that the 

prophets and messengers have used (Von Grunebaum, 1966, p. 7). It was believed in 

early Christianity that dreams were guided by the four humors (fluids thought to pervade 

one’s body and influence their health), which included yellow bile, black bile, phlegm, 

and blood (Grunebaum, 1966, p. 7; Four humors, 2005). Each of these had different 

meanings to the dreamer. For instance if blood dominated, the dreamer may see plants, 

musical instruments, and alcohol, (p. 7). There were three types of dream origins: those 

from God, those from the Devil, and those from the self (pp. 7-8).

In classical Islam, dreams were interpreted literally, often as communication with 

God or prophetic messages. One North African man was convinced he would become a 

martyr after seeing God appear in his dream and bless his head; his dream proved 

prophetic when he later received a fatal contusion to the head (Von Grunebaum, 1966, p. 

12). In more recent times, former prime minister of Malaya, Tunku Abdul Rahman 

altered his plans to travel to Ajmer when a man in Malaya dreamt on three different 

occasions that a saint buried in Ajmer wanted Rahman to visit. In the final dream the
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saint wielded a sword (Von Grunebaum, 1996, p. 12).

Although in many religions people hold the idea that dreams are precognitive or 

entertain superstitions about sharing them, contemporary society is undergoing a 

paradigm shift. According to Doniger and Bulkely (1993), due to an increase in 

technological proficiency, cultures are experiencing feelings of being “adrift, isolated, 

and lacking any sense of meaning or purpose to their lives” (p. 2). Western society in 

particular has encountered feelings of despondence as we are continuously mediated by 

screens, while face-to-face social interactions decrease. Doniger and Bulkely argue that 

“meaning and purpose” are now found by people pursuing non-traditional sources for 

religious guidance. They state:

From this perspective, then, it makes complete sense that interest in dreams, and 

specifically in the spiritual dimensions of dreams, has become so strong in our 

culture. Dreams are vivid, vital...they provide a direct experience with highly 

numinous energies. Dreams often speak to our most troubling, conflict-filled 

concerns, and offer us guidance, inspiration, and hope. In short, dreams are 

serving many of the same functions in [Western] culture that formal religions 

have served in other cultures, (p. 2)

Depending upon one's religious view, sense-making in dream sharing may be 

affected. For instance, members of a dyad often construct different meanings between 

them and then apply accordingly to their relationship.

After examining the existing literature, it makes one wonder how and why 

couples share or withhold dreams, how taboo dream content plays a role, and how factors
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such as gender and religion may influence disclosures. This review suggests that the 

mutual dream sharing process is achieved through the initial disclosure of partners; the 

dreams themselves act as symbols and are secondary features of the holistic relationship. 

They provide a way to talk about underlying relational issues and fears that the couple 

may face. This study explores how couples use dreams as a way to disclose as well as 

how both partners “collectively construct the ‘meaning’ of dreams” (Stefanakis, 1995, p. 

100).
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Chapter 2 

Research Methodology

2.1 Social Constructionism

Social Construction of Reality is a theoretical position concerned with creating 

and maintaining reality through social interaction. Crotty (1998) states that social 

construction involves "knowledge" and "meaningful reality" that is based on "human 

practices, being constructed in and of interaction between human beings and their world" 

(p. 42).

Social constructionism purports that knowledge is constructed between people 

within their daily interactions. Burr (1995) espouses the idea that our understanding of 

the world is through our engagement with others and that “the goings-on between people 

in the course of their everyday lives are seen as the practices during which our shared 

versions of knowledge are constructed” (p. 4).

Feelings, thoughts, and decisions within the world are socially constructed 

through relational processes of coordinated action and negotiation. As Gergen (2001) 

suggests, the positions of “reason, memory, motivation, and intention” directly result 

from these interactions and encounters with each other (p. 134). Social construction 

within a dyadic relationship is created between partners as they engage in dialogue with 

each other. The “essence of emotion and thought” are not merely features of the 

individual, but rather features of “situations, relationships, or moral positions” (Gergen & 

Gergen, 2003 p. 41).

With regard to dream sharing, this study focuses on the social construction of
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intimate partners’ creation of common understanding when disclosing dreams. Lippmann 

(1995) questions the private and social nature of dreams, pontificating:

Freedom can be given conceptual status as a characteristic of sleep thinking, 

partly because we are both enamored with the "idea" of private freedom and 

suspicious of it, and partly because in dreaming, action is inhibited and no social 

disarray can result. Is this freedom of thought an actual characteristic of dreaming, 

or is it a social construction of dreaming? (p. 198)

I argue that it is through the telling of dreams that we socially construct our 

understandings of them in our intimate partnerships.

Stefanakis (1995) suggests dreams exist intrapersonally, only becoming public 

through social interaction. He posits:

Dreams are human experiences that remain private until they are shared through 

social, usually discursive, interaction. The dream account or narrative involves 

more than just a veridical description of the dream experience. Dream narratives 

take place in specific social contexts and involve a variety of social goals. They 

are often woven around broader stories using cultural specific linguistic 

resources, (p. 95)

It is in the telling of dreams, not the dreams themselves or in their introspective 

interpretation, but rather within the descriptions of dream accounts whereby 

couples create versions of reality. The social construction of "meaningful reality" 

in dream sharing between intimate partners was the impetus for this study.
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2.2 Qualitative Inquiry

Qualitative research is concerned with understanding human phenomena and does 

not attempt to quantify human experience. Methods such as conversational interviewing 

allow the researcher to study what is actually going on in the world rather than seeking to 

measure the attitudes, values, and beliefs of participants. As Beavin Bavelas (1995) 

states:

Qualitative researchers see nominal description as “natural” for communicative 

phenomena, and their reaction to Arabic numerals (other than as page numbers) 

resembles the impassioned prejudice of the Crusaders. To convert their categories 

into numbers is heresy; ratio and interval scales are a descent into the “black arts.” (p. 

60)

To gain an understanding of companionate dream sharing, this study pursues 

knowledge from the human science perspective, which demands the researcher to 

accept a unique role. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) use the metaphor of a bricoleur or 

quilt maker. This image provides a way of looking at the researcher as a builder, 

putting together pieces to hone her or his craft and see it to fruition. According to 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000), “If new tools or techniques have to be invented, or pieced 

together, then the researcher will do this” (p. 4).

As a researcher implementing qualitative methods, I am the research tool and as 

such, I must fully recognize my own assumptions and perspective and be reflexive in 

order to conduct a thorough study. By acknowledging my “fingerprints,” my influence on 

the research, I realize I am not a separate entity from what I study (Kvale, 1996; Denzin
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& Lincoln, 2000; Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Qualitative researchers must maintain an 

awareness and accountability for each step taken while simultaneously analyzing the 

research capta. I implemented two methods for gathering capta for this study, an 

exploratory focus group and narrative interviewing, i.e., stories told by the co-researchers 

representing their lived experiences. According to Kvale (1996), the interview process 

involves 12 aspects: “Life world, meaning, qualitative, descriptive, specificity, deliberate 

naivete, focus, ambiguity, change, sensitivity, interpersonal situation, and a positive 

experience” (p. 124). Therefore, the researcher must be astute to all aspects of the 

process, such as the understanding of the life world of the co-researchers, throughout the 

conversational interview.

2.3 Focus Group Method

A preliminary focus group of five participants, two women and three men, was 

conducted for exploratory purposes to discuss how intimate partners share their dreams. 

The only criterion for each participant was that they were in an intimate partnership or 

long-term dating and that they could recall instances of sharing their dreams. Due to the 

private nature of this topic, a convenience sample of friends and colleagues was used and 

the participants' partners were not present. Because the co-researchers had me in 

common, I believe they were more open to sharing intimate details and taboo subjects 

that surfaced in the discussion of their dream sharing experiences. Morgan (1997) states 

that random sampling is not beneficial for focus groups because it is inadequate to 

generalize based on the sample size and it would be difficult to generate shared 

experiences and meaningful discussions (p. 35). Traditionally, focus groups are
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conducted using strangers; however, Jarrett (1993) states, “Working with prior 

acquaintances can help the researcher deal with issues of self-disclosure” (as cited by 

Morgan, 1997, p. 38). Furthermore, developing a comfort level is essential in such a 

method; otherwise, participants may be reluctant to discuss the topic.

An open-ended style of interactive questioning was implemented in the focus 

group, characterized by broad questions and statements allowing the co-researchers to 

discuss topics more in-depth. This form of discussion is considered to be from the emic 

perspective, which demonstrates a desire to understand participants’ feelings and 

opinions (Stewart & Shamdansani, 1990, p. 74).

2.4 Narrative Interviewing Method

Narrative or conversational interviewing is an important method of qualitative 

research and focuses on the notion that humans are story telling animals. Describing one's 

world in narrative form demonstrates human interaction as "purposeful engagement" and 

unifies themes in "goal-directed processes," (Polkinghome, 1995, p. 5). Co-researchers 

had the opportunity to describe their stories of dream sharing as I listened unremittingly 

to the narratives for significant themes. Mishler (1991) posits that this form of discourse 

“directs attention to the complex sets of linguistic and social rules that structure and guide 

meaningful talk between speakers” (p. 66). Narrative creates meaningful reality because 

the researcher and co-researcher engage in dialogue. As Riessman (1993) states, “It is in 

the telling that we make real phenomena in the stream of consciousness” (p. 22).

The narrative interviewing process for this research involved six participants, four 

women and two men, each interviewed separately. Through the course of sharing stories
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the co-researchers gained self-awareness and better understanding of their lifeworld. In 

this sense, it was a symbiotic relationship between researcher and co-researcher because 

both of us were learning, coming to new realizations, and creating new meanings within 

the conversation. Bulow (1990) states that narrative is a way of “sharing experiences as 

the means of developing experiential knowledge and for creating meaning” (p. 36). 

Narrative events include three dimensions of experience. As Bulow states, events involve 

“the telling, the tales, and the teller” (p. 37). Each interview resulted in my co-researchers 

relaying their stories to me in their own words and thus the interview process involved 

these three dimensions. When the co-researchers shared their stories with me they had 

already “predigested” the stories by telling them to themselves, their partners, and 

friends; by the time the narratives were told to me they had taken on multiple 

metamorphoses. As Hilbert (2005) states:

Whatever else is socially accountable, public, and always-somebody-else s- 

business— the dream narrative stands as the pre-interpreted, pre-studied, pre

examined data, the object of study, the objective material subject to whatever 

work gets done with it later on. Briefly, this is to say that whatever the dreamer 

says the dream was, that's the dream (p.l)

Conversations are one way in which people can share their views and explore 

their world. Research conversation has a structure and purpose with which to obtain rich 

description and meanings from the participants’ lived experience. Kvale (1996) further 

explains the use of this form of research:

Conversation is a basic mode of human interaction. Human beings talk with each
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other- they interact, pose questions, and answer questions. Through conversations we 

get to know other people, get to learn about their experiences, feelings, and hopes in 

the world they live in. (p. 5)

Other types of interviews essentially rip apart and reattach stories for certain 

analytical purposes but the narrative interview seeks to, “capture and explicate the ‘whole 

story’” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002 p. 180). Narrative interviewers assay to stitch the stories 

together like a tapestry as opposed to deconstructing and discarding the pieces that do not 

fit. The co-researchers’ stories became personal and public mythologies both in the 

description of dreams to their partners and in the recounting of the dream sharing 

experience in the interviews. As Dombeck (1995) suggests:

Dreams are symbolic stories we tell ourselves and others by making pictures out 

of words. Dreaming is one of the ways that persons experience, reflect on, and 

process knowledge about their bodies, their contexts, and their life events. Dream 

telling is an experience that represents and creates personal and social mythology, 

(p. 40)

Audio recording was used to record and document information from co

researchers in order to glean thematic capta from the transcriptions during the final 

analysis. One of the most advantageous parts of using an audio recorder is the ability to 

capture a conversation verbatim, whereas mere note taking can result in inaccuracy. It 

also takes the pressure off the researcher to recall all that is said during the course of the 

interview, which allows the researcher to focus and participate in the conversation more 

naturally. Thus, according to Lindlof and Taylor (2002), “We no longer have to worry
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about remembering a remark or missing it in the first place due to our minds wandering 

or being distracted momentarily” (p. 187). It is important to also capture nonverbal 

behavior as well. As the researcher, part of my responsibility was to take note of 

significant gestures and other nonverbal responses during the interviews, being vigilant to 

the way the co-researchers spoke. Gestures such as hand movements and eye contact in 

connection with the verbal aspects of the conversation are all important aspects of 

qualitative research.

Lindlof and Taylor (2002) also find transcription to be valuable to human science 

research. When the researcher spends time with the transcription, it allows her or him to 

get more involved in the process of analysis and provides another facet from which the 

researcher can see. Lindlof and Taylor (2002) say, “By transcribing a taped interview, we 

end up with a text that reproduces the discourse— not only what was said but also how 

words or phrases were uttered” (p. 187).

2.5 Analysis

It is quite clear when engaging in conversation with someone that humans are 

“homo narrans” or story telling animals (Fisher, 1989). We connect with the social world 

through the telling and re-telling of our experiences. We take the day’s events and 

describe them to our friends, relatives, and co-workers in the form of stories. My co

researchers relayed to me their stories of dream sharing with their intimate partner as I 

listened to their descriptions and then analyzed them narratively within the interview 

process, as Kvale (1996) suggests. I took these stories as transcriptions in the final 

analysis and examined the dream sharing experiences of my co-researchers in order to



31

locate any common themes among them. Before the final analysis I did a cross check 

with the co-researchers to verify whether I represented them accurately in the description 

of the interviews. This gave them a chance to add information and further clarify their 

own understandings as well as offer feedback on my descriptions (Kvale 1996, p. 189).

I looked for emergent patterns in which might lead me to thematic structures. In 

this process I looked for what Kvale (1996) refers to as “natural meaning units and 

explicating their main themes,” in order to understand the capta (p. 196). In this process, I 

continued to recognize that I am part of the research and therefore intertwined my own 

life experiences with those of my co-researchers in the analysis stage. In the writing stage 

of the final analysis I had to maintain the proper scope of my study and disregard any 

extraneous material within the transcripts, such as any unrelated digressions on the part of 

the co-researchers. As Wolcott (1990) states:

Keep your focus in mind as you weave the story and offer your interpretation, but 

maintain a healthy skepticism about your focus itself. Always consider the 

possibility that you are not yet on the mark. A guiding question: “What is this 

(really) a study of?” (p. 46).

2.6 Ethics

The use of human subjects is a delicate situation because this research involved 

the disclosure of intimate topics. In addition to ensuring the anonymity of each co

researcher through pseudonyms, I had each participant sign consent forms (Appendix) 

prior to conducting the study. Ethical standards were respected in accordance with the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Alaska Fairbanks as well as the
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Association for the Study of Dreams (ASD). According to Warner (1997) the ethical 

criteria for the ASD emphasizes the importance of ethical dream sharing:

ASD supports an approach to dream-work and dream sharing that respects the 

dreamer’s dignity and integrity, and which recognizes the dreamer as the 

decision-maker regarding the significance of the dream. Systems of dream-work 

that assign authority or knowledge of the dream’s meanings to someone other 

than the dreamer can be misleading, incorrect, and harmful. Ethical dream-work 

helps the dreamer work with his/her own dream images, feelings, and 

associations, and guides the dreamer to more fully experience, appreciate, and 

understand the dream...A dreamer’s decision to share or discontinue sharing a 

dream should always be respected and honored.

Dream sharing is a unique vehicle with which to understand disclosure in 

relational communication. How and why intimate partners choose to conceal or reveal 

certain dreams, particularly those with taboo content, was the impetus of this research. 

What kind of impact does dream sharing have on relational intimacy? How are couples 

co-constructing meaning and how are they applying these meanings to their relationship?

The study of dream sharing is a worthwhile contribution to the discipline of 

Communication, in the vein of interpersonal research. To know why and how dream 

disclosure affects relationships is a unique perspective and addition to the field. It should 

be noted that in non-western cultures dream sharing is a common practice (Ijams, 1996, 

p. 10). It was useful, then, to have the opportunity to examine this topic in a western 

setting, in order to develop a better understanding of couples and their life worlds in the
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context of dream sharing. This study moves away from the standard, western notion of 

psychological dream research as only intrapersonal self-awareness and shifts the study of 

dreams into an interpersonal process of sharing between people.
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Chapter 3 

The Narrative Interviews

I conducted the narrative interviews with all but one of the co-researchers in the 

Department of Communication Speaking Center. However, Alyssa requested her 

apartment for her interview. As a qualitative researcher I value and respect the comfort 

levels of my co-researchers so I agreed to this condition. All the co-researchers are my 

friends and were self-selecting. When I discussed my thesis topic with them they were all 

very interested and told me they had experiences with sharing their dreams with their 

intimate partner. Because I had already established a friendship with each of them, the 

narrative interviews were more candid and richer than they would have been, had I 

decided to interview random participants.

I tried to encourage my co-researchers to tell their stories by giving non-verbal 

matching cues such as nodding or saying “uh-huh.” I prompted them to continue and 

assured them by self-disclosing some of my own stories of dream sharing with my 

intimate partner when relevant. I felt my disclosures motivated them to continue their 

narratives as well as help clarify the often misunderstood topic of dream sharing as a 

communicative process rather than a derivative of psychology. The following are 

descriptions of each of the interviews.

3.1 Daniel’s Narrative Interview

Daniel is a Caucasian man in his mid thirties who had just recently separated with 

his partner of 10 years at the time of the interview. Prior to the actual interview he was 

married and expressed interest in the study, as he had much experience in the telling of
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his vivid dreams. Daniel has had a unique perspective of dreaming from a very young 

age. As a child he had dreams that were so resplendent that he says he began “blurring 

the lines between sleep experiences and my awake experiences” during particularly 

stressful times. As Daniel explained in the interview:

I would incorporate those [dreams] as actual memory events and this got worse 

and worse as stress levels occurred. And this happened during a period of time 

when my parents were involved in a very emotionally violent divorce.

At seven years old he was hospitalized for treatment of this condition which 

involved doctors pharmaceutically and biologically manipulating his sleep in an effort to 

gain a better understanding of this anomaly. He eventually worked closely with two 

psychotherapists who helped him learn to manage the problem of not getting quality 

sleep. By taking small “window naps” he is able to stave off sleep deprivation. Now he 

says he is able to utilize the dreams, which have become advantageous in his school 

work.

For instance, reviewing lecture material from classes. I can re-engage those 

during my sleep but it has its downsides which is that it’s pretty much burning the 

candle at both ends because I’m awake during the day and I’m essentially awake 

during my sleep all night...it’s not free energy. I don’t go through my de-stress or 

de-process when I utilize it that way...it’s the same thing with eyes open reading 

at a desk. I can pull the audible lecture more clearly than waking periods— almost 

like it has been recording.
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For many years dream sharing was an enjoyable process that he and his partner 

used in their relationship. The sharing was most prevalent during the first couple of years 

of their relationship while they were dating in high school. They shared the same classes 

and teachers, so many of his dreams were associated with their intertwined lives. Daniel 

expressed in the interview that these dreams provide him with a way to create “a bonding 

point” and had given him and his partner a way to have a “shared experience.” Although 

he primarily relayed the dreams to his partner, he reported that it gave them an 

“additional level of intimacy.” When he described his dreams to her he believes it also 

created external bonds because she would use that opportunity to rub his hands and back. 

Being responded to with these physically intimate gestures, as well as through the telling 

of the dreams, Daniel says he received a double reward from his partner.

Telling the dreams in the mornings, he says, brought communication into a part of 

the day that is typically quiet. During these times when Daniel told his nightmares his 

partner helped comfort him and defuse the impact they had on him in waking life. His 

partner on the other hand, he tells me, did not like to share dreams with him. She rarely 

remembered her dreams and when she did they were often embarrassing to her, Daniel 

reports, due to the strange, surreal content. There came a point when his partner made it 

clear that she did not want to listen to his dreams anymore because Daniel says, she 

thought ‘“this isn’t interesting to me and I don’t want to hear about this.’” Daniel is 

unsure of whether she was indicating that she did not want to hear about them anymore at 

all or simply in that one particular situation. He says that their interaction was so 

damaging that he never wanted to tell her another dream again which thereafter set a
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negative tone in their relationship. To Daniel the dreams were highly personal and he did 

not want to risk sharing such important information with her again. The instant she closed 

off the dream sharing communication, Daniel believes it extended to other areas of their 

lives. He says the dream situation was just the first type of communication to be severed 

and that it set “the boiler plate for how we would deal with [other issues] as they came.” 

Daniel recalls one particular dream about his mother that was not well received by 

his partner.

I would have a particular reoccurring dream about my mother dying on a fishing 

trip and it would take place at a manmade [sic] lake that had a dam and there was 

lots of swirling water and turbulence at the base of this dam...I proceed to catch 

her head on a hook...and bring her head up from these whirlpools at the base of 

the dam. The dreams are entirely monochrome in the shade of green...I had the 

dream repeatedly...and I’d never brought that to [my partner’s] attention and I 

finally talked to her about it wondering if she could give me some insight. And 

her response was a bit fearful.

Daniel explained in the interview that his partner did not want to discuss the 

dream, quickly attributing it to his poor relationship with his mother. He made a second 

attempt on another occasion to tell her about the dream and she walked away, ignoring 

him completely. Daniel describes this moment in his relationship as a mixture of anxiety 

and anger because he wanted to share with her the emotional response he had had from 

the dream. Not getting the feedback he desired, he says, “I needed and was looking for 

support or understanding and this was an area where I was not getting it.”
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Daniel says he felt his partner was not supportive of the sexual fantasy dreams in 

which he would remain faithful to her. He has had intricate in-depth dreams that, due to 

his sleep disorder, were so similar to waking life that he wondered if it could be 

considered marital cheating. The dreams were so real that they are embedded memories 

in Daniel’s mind that can be recalled just as memories in waking life. Several women 

appeared in his dreams that became so vivid it seemed as though they were engaged in 

actual relationships. In an attempt to remain loyal to his partner, he refused the women’s 

sexual advances. He shared this dream with his spouse and “she described it as my 

personal problem with my own baggage.”

After the dream sharing ceased Daniel felt more guarded with his personal 

information and when his partner would inquire about how he was feeling, he says he 

would evade her question. He worried she would be “disappointed or unaccepting” of 

him. He perceived that the bonding and other areas of communication in their 

relationship had atrophied.

And as personal as the dreams were to me— cutting off that particular 

conversation in our relationship cut off a significant piece of our intimate 

communication. And the byproduct was I was very guarded about sharing other 

emotional things.

Dream sharing for Daniel was a way to grow closer with his partner and maintain 

a connection with her. Once he felt that was lost, he reports other aspects of his intimate 

life became ephemeral as well.
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The interview process and description of his recently estranged partner began to 

wear on Daniel. At one point in the interview he paused and began exhibiting signs of 

distress. He put his hands to his head and sighed. I felt ethically responsible to turn off 

the tape recorder and discontinue the interview. We talked for a few minutes off the 

record and I assured him I would not use any of the unrecorded information we 

discussed. When he appeared to be feeling better I asked him about the future of dream 

sharing; if it had been tainted for him. I asked him if I could record his response and he 

agreed. He says he will use dream sharing as a tool to “test” future partners. Whether 

these potential partners reciprocate or not, if they seem interested and “engage in a 

communication process,” Daniel believes he could measure interpersonal compatibility 

using this tactic.

3.2 Daisy’s Narrative Interview

Daisy is a 22-year-old Middle Eastern woman and is a non-practicing Muslim.

She has been married for one year and is currently in a long distance relationship with her 

partner who is still in the Middle East. Daisy said in her interview that dream sharing has 

become a typical part of their relational conversations. They often e-mail each other 

describing dreams they had the night before as well as in discussions on the phone.

Daisy explained that she would tell her dreams to her friends and relatives but did 

not feel comfortable sharing them with males because she “didn’t want them to think I 

was so naive.” As friends before they were married, her partner was the first to begin 

sharing dreams. Daisy recalls the first dream he shared with her was very unusual. He 

told her he had seen her in his dream. Daisy never told him but she had also seen him in
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her dream that same night. She refrained from telling him about this dream parallel 

because she thought he might misinterpret her intention. She tells me in an e-mail, “I did 

not tell him, because he could have thought that I make this up just to please him.”

The types of dreams Daisy and her partner choose to share with one another are 

often idealistic; they talk about dream content that involves having children and their 

future together. Daisy says this type of dream discussion leads to other areas of their lives 

and helps them work through problems. Sometimes dream sharing will diffuse an 

argument by getting them to focus on happier aspects of their relationship. As Daisy says, 

“it’s like a way to come together; to be at peace again and it helps.”

Other dreams Daisy chooses to share are ones that create internal conflict and 

intrapersonal angst, saying she tends to dwell on dreams she finds troubling. Her partner 

apparently tries to transform her negative dreams into more pleasant thoughts.

I talk to my husband and we discuss them and usually he says that it is okay— it 

will be fine. Maybe he just tries to interpret them in a positive way not to offend 

me because I am an affective person and everything affects me and I can think 

about it for a long time.

Daisy found one dream involving her partner’s relatives particularly 

disconcerting. She dreamt that she was in a room of 10 to 15 of his female relatives. She 

felt shunned by them as they passed around a plateful of earrings as part of a family 

tradition. Daisy perceived they were looking at her with a negative attitude which made 

her feel unwelcome. She attempted to interpret this particular dream using an online 

dream dictionary which she e-mailed to her partner along with a description of the dream.
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He replied that he did not believe his relatives had ill feelings toward her and that, 

regardless, she should not worry about what they think of her. Daisy says his reply helped 

calm her and realize that she had nothing to worry about.

Daisy’s partner continues to share dreams with her that make him feel uneasy 

about their relationship. A few dreams he described to her involved infidelity and 

insecurities about her leaving him for another man. She says she helped him work 

through his insecurities by assuring him that this scenario would never happen in real life. 

Together they were able to address and resolve the fear of infidelity and abandonment.

Daisy refuses to share dreams outside the social norm with others because of their 

highly private nature. Such dreams she has experienced in the past include incest and 

murder. Recently she dreamt about having sex with her brother and says she awoke 

feeling nauseous. She describes feeling “disappointed” with herself for having such a 

dream and “thinking there was something wrong with me...thinking I was not normal.” 

Due to the stigma society places on taboo dreams, she felt as though she were being 

labeled.

When I woke up there was a feeling of being guilty and this feeling of being 

guilty in my dream...I felt that I was guilty...one side said this is a thing you will 

never get rid of it’s such an awful thing that nothing will delete it. And it was like 

you have it written on your forehead.

These feelings of violating social norms, she says, influences whether she will 

share a dream or withhold it from others. She says she believes her relatives, friends, and 

partner will not understand these dreams because they are socially conservative and
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traditional. Daisy says she wants to maintain “a relaxing way of life” and that sharing 

such dreams will interfere with her relationships. She explained that she does not want to 

disappoint her partner or family with dreams that only she can understand and ones that 

she deems private. She is very sensitive to how her partner will interpret her dreams and 

does not want him to misunderstand her. With regard to a murder nightmare, Daisy 

reports that she did not share the dream because she did not want her partner to think “if 

you can do it in your dreams you can do it in real life.” She worried he would think she is 

a bad person and says she has a fear of being associated with taboo, socially unacceptable 

dreams.

The idea of privacy is very important to Daisy. She is not the type of person who 

discloses readily, and she firmly believes there are certain details of one’s life that should 

be kept secret.

With my partner I can talk about many things but I would never tell some thing 

which is connected with me like my privacy. It is only for me but vice versa. He 

tells me everything about himself he states that.. .from the beginning I was honest 

with him and said there are some things about me you will never know so just 

don’t ask me because it’s not about shame or not about misunderstanding. It’s 

about violating my privacy.

Daisy explained to her partner that certain things such as passwords are not to be 

shared socially and are intended to be kept to oneself. She primarily refrains from 

disclosing dreams that involve other men because she does not want to hurt him. She 

described the desire to “protect him” and not “disappoint him.”
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However, when her partner shares a dream with her she says she wants to know 

every detail. She explained that she wants the dreams to be “daisy-centric,” revolving 

around her and life with her partner. She believes all things in their relationship arise 

from communication, and worries her relationship might become problematic if the 

dream sharing atrophies.

Daisy says she feels comfortable sharing most dreams with her friends especially 

when they are present in the dream. She even admits to sharing dreams of sexual content 

with certain friends. But with her partner she perceives she must manage jealousy and 

uncertainty due to their long distance relationship.

He is a jealous person and I am sure he just thinks that “oh she doesn’t love me or 

she has another guy”...or [he] talks about his women friends... I begin to think that 

he is losing interest and he is going to find someone else and when we get to this 

pique point we begin to fight... [but then] we begin to talk and resolve all these 

problems.

The jealousy, Daisy explains, is not because he does not trust her but rather 

because he does not want to share her with other males. She too, expresses jealousy when 

he shares his experiences with others. To her, the act of disclosure creates more depth in 

their relationship whereby they can discuss any topic whether it is sexual, or particularly 

emotional. She describes her fear of losing him if she does not continue to progressively 

grow closer:
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It’s a way of being closer because being in such a long distance relationship I 

must do everything to keep him...Yes I do it because I love him but...I’m afraid he 

will find another listener. I cannot let that happen.

The idea that her partner will find “another listener” frightens Daisy, but she 

asserts that it is not simply about jealousy:

But if he were here of course I would talk only to him. And I know that I am not 

with him now and he has [many] other people around and I am just afraid he will 

be weak and he will be getting closer with someone. It’s not about jealousy. It’s 

about...why, if we are together why should he share his dreams with someone and 

not with me. So it’s that he doesn’t trust me.

Her partner tells her that he enjoys all her e-mails with descriptions of her life, 

including the sharing of her dreams. He tells her this is one way for them to truly know, 

understand, and appreciate each other. Daisy says she feels that dream sharing is personal 

and thus she does not share with just anyone. She says, “In our case it brings us closer.” 

The dreams, Daisy explains, are one topic which they can mutually use to understand 

each other because in reality they are “really different people from different 

backgrounds.”

3.3 Tiffany’s Narrative Interview

Tiffany is a woman in her thirties from Hong Kong and has been married for two 

years in her eight year relationship. For six years she and her partner continued a long 

distance relationship while she was in Hong Kong and he worked in the U.S. Her 

experience with dream sharing is in stark contrast with her partner. She enjoys telling him
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every dream regardless of how strange or unsettling it might be. Her partner, on the other 

hand, does not reciprocate. As an American, he has a much different view of disclosure 

and marriage roles. For Tiffany, disclosure is extremely important in a marriage and 

denotes trust. To her partner, however, some things need to remain private. Tiffany 

explained to me in the interview that in collectivist Chinese culture once a couple marries 

they merge as a whole unit. She shares everything, including dreams, with him because 

she “trusts him and relies on him” to listen and comfort her. From her partner’s 

perspective, Tiffany explains, disclosure is only necessary when it affects the 

relationship. For instance, if a friend tells him a secret that is not to be repeated, he does 

not tell Tiffany. However, if she is in the same situation she says she tells her partner and 

does not feel guilty about this form of disclosure. To her, a wife and husband are a 

holistic union and to not share such information is a breach of trust. “He is my husband,” 

Tiffany explained, “He is the only person I trust with everything.” It bothers her that her 

partner will not share everything with her but she says she understands his perspective. 

They have discussed this issue, and he has explained to her that he does not view 

disclosure in the same way that she does.

Tiffany told me in the interview that she would not share dreams with taboo 

content with anyone but her partner. Close friends and relatives, she fears, will judge her, 

adding that friends and relatives will take the dream literally. They will say “oh you and 

your mother have a real relationship” rather than trying to interpret the dream or view it 

symbolically. She told her partner recently about an incest dream that involved her 

mother. She emphasized that she would not share this kind of content with her mother
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because she would think Tiffany is “crazy” and the dream would “scare her.” Her 

partner’s reaction was that it was “silly” and simply a way for people to “relieve stress.” 

She reports this interpretation of her dream made her feel comforted and reassured. 

Another dream she disclosed to her partner involved two dead people. She felt so 

disturbed by the dream that she needed to share it immediately upon waking. After she 

told him the dream her residual fear dissipated. She reports:

I cried in that dream. I wake up and my pillow is still wet...still have tears on my 

face. I wake up and tell him immediately...that [brings] relief. I feel comfortable 

after I told him.

Tiffany explained that she discusses every topic with her partner including 

“dreams, my school work, daily life” and believes that dreams are a topic that “tie us 

together.” Dreams, she believes, stimulate conversation by rejuvenating the banality of 

daily life:

If my life is so flat I don’t have any difficulty [I like to share dreams]...especially 

weird dreams. So it creates conversation and that conversation can draw his 

attention. I feel uncomfortable in my dreams. I’m sure that is one way to create 

conversation and to increase the conversation in a way that we have a more close 

relationship. Because he will listen, although he doesn’t know how to interpret a 

dream... If I feel uncomfortable he will give me a hug or comfort me. I think that 

is enough.
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Tiffany says she believes her partner is reluctant to share dreams with her because 

they are not grounded in reality and she surmises he would not share dreams with sexual 

content:

If he really has an affair in his dream, oh definitely he won’t tell me because he 

feels like it’s not constructive...he thinks I am a jealous woman...I believe I would 

get jealous. He knows me very well.

Tiffany says she feels dream sharing has been useful in her relationship as a way 

to stay connected with her partner. She says that by sharing her dreams with him they 

“create more conversation and more topics and it makes us more intimate because we 

talk.”

3.4 Alyssa’s Narrative Interview

Alyssa is a Hispanic woman in her twenties who has been in a monogamous 

intimate partnership for the past two years. She feels “conflicted” by whether to place 

meaning on dreams. At times she believes they are “nonsense, your mind trying to work 

through the day” and at other times she believes “they are so intuitive that they do mean 

something.”

She often initiates the process of dream sharing with her partner but he does not 

typically reciprocate. The one instance she can recall of her partner disclosing a dream to 

her involved an intimate dream he had of her the night when they first met. He described 

this dream to her early in their relationship and this “shocked” her because they did not 

know each other very well but also because she had a dream about him that same night. 

She elaborates:
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The first time we met we met at a party and we ended up making out for like three 

hours in one of his friends’ bedrooms and it was kind of crazy and then I gave 

him my number. He walked me home and he said he would call me. I can 

remember waking up the next morning and just smiling because I think I kind of 

had a dream of the event that had happened that night.

Six months into their relationship Alyssa shared her dream of their first encounter 

with her partner. She explains that “the level of trust was higher” and that the trust at the 

time of her disclosure had remained “stable since we have built that with each other.” 

They were lying in bed looking at one another when she decided to share the dream with 

him. She explained, “I remember saying how happy I was that he was in my life and 

making fun of the circumstances that we met.” In waking life, Alyssa says that she told 

her partner that just weeks prior to their encounter, she had attended several parties where 

she had kissed several guys and would be regretful the next morning. She felt that 

disclosing the dream she had of him the night after their encounter reassured both of them 

that she did not regret their relationship. Alyssa explained that this is a continuous 

process of sharing their first impressions of one another and reliving their first encounter.

The context of their dream sharing takes place in the car during the twenty 

minutes a day they spend in transit to school or sometimes in the bedroom when they 

initially awaken. In the car, Alyssa often sits and looks out the window thinking about her 

dreams. Her partner will curiously inquire about what she is thinking:

Like the other day I dreamt about my friend ...I haven’t talked to her on the 

phone but she e-mailed me a couple of weeks ago and I can’t remember what I
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dreamt ...and told [my partner]. I think sometimes I just think out loud and he’ll 

be like “well what was the dream about?”

Sometimes Alyssa has dreams that affect her mood and she says her partner can 

perceive this change in her as they drive to school:

Especially for me I know certain dreams—it affects the way I wake up, at least 

how I feel because I’ll remember the emotions that are attached. It affects how I 

feel. They already affect my mood of the day. If it was good or bad. I would also 

try to figure out why—why am I dreaming about this?

There are two types of dreams that Alyssa chooses not to disclose to her partner, 

those including infidelity and negative themes in which he is harmed. She worries about 

sharing dreams that might magnify his insecurities or result in the discussion of trust 

issues. In a recurring dream she was having an affair and recalls feeling guilty during the 

dream but continued the relationship with the other man:

I didn’t want to discuss it with him because it bothered me so much that it was 

within myself I think I was worried subconsciously, like, was I trying to tell 

myself something but by examining just everything in my head. It’s just a dream. 

It doesn’t have to mean anything.

The topic of dreaming began when she entered her partner’s bedroom one day and 

noticed a Stuff magazine next to his bed. She took this opportunity to ask if he dreams 

about other women. Alyssa reports that he could not recall having dreams of other 

women in a sexual context. Alyssa says she “does not know if [she] believes him” 

because having sexual dreams is “kind of natural.”



The other type of dream deals with Alyssa’s own insecurities about losing her 

partner, who is a firefighter. She admits his field of work is rather dangerous but is 

adamant to me that she does not fixate on the potential risk:

I’ve had a couple of dreams where something will happen to him like being in a 

car crash or caught in a fire or something bad but I have discussed those with 

him...just because sometimes he’ll tease me that he wants to die in a fire someday 

and he doesn’t want to die being an old man and I tell him not to joke about that 

with me because I’ve had dreams like that.

On the occasions when she has disclosed dreams of his death, Alyssa says she 

feels she was able to use dream sharing as a way of letting him know that she is 

concerned. She says, “I think it reassures him in a lot of ways that it would be devastating 

if anything happened to him.” For her, dream sharing is a way to show that she cares for 

her partner and a way to discuss the gravity of his occupation. When she has discussed 

these nightmares with her partner, he is “reassuring” and has told her that “everything 

will be fine.” She feels comforted by how well he receives her nightmares, although she 

does worry that he will be “freaked out” by the themes involving his demise. She 

wonders, though, if the dreams indicate her insecurities about him leaving her:

I don’t know if it’s those dreams are about work or us being apart and not being 

together anymore. It’s a fear... I tell myself in my mind I’d like to think that [my 

partner] and I will end up together for the rest of our lives. At the same time I 

know that we are both very young.. .we’re both in school there are so many things 

that can happen. We’ve been together almost two years now. I don’t know how
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we’re going to feel...I’ve seen with my friends and family, my sisters that people 

change and things don’t always work out...

Alyssa states that sharing her dreams is a way for her to relieve stress and 

interpret feelings within herself. This process of telling her partner, she says, is also a 

way for her to inform him of what is going on in her life:

When I tell him my dreams all the time and I think it kind of gets me started— 

kind of like an icebreaker to get me to talk about things that are on my mind a lot. 

Things that stress me out or that I care about or that are going on like my family. 

I’ve been having a lot of dreams about my sister who is pregnant who hasn’t told 

my family and I’ve been telling [my partner] and he’s like, “of course you have 

been dreaming about her lately because you’ve been thinking about it you don’t 

really have too many outlets to talk about it.” For me I definitely think it’s almost 

a way of letting him know what is really going on with me. He’s a sounding board 

sometimes for me to bounce off, okay what’s really going on in my head and what 

am I really concerned about. Or even just to laugh about certain things that are 

crazy and wacky.

Alyssa says she feels dream sharing is a process that opens up the channels for 

other discussions; as a conversation starter the dream sharing allows them to broach other 

subjects that pertain to their lives:

It’s a continual process of working through whatever it is you’re going through 

and for me it’s a way that I keep him informed about what I am feeling. I don’t 

think I do it really consciously but it just seems to kind of happen. Not every day
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but we’ll be in bed and I’ll just wake up with a look on my face and he’ll ask me 

“what are you thinking about?”

A dream of a wedding during the summer when they were both attending many 

matrimonial ceremonies lead to a discussion of their future together. She told her partner 

of the dream and Alyssa says he replied, “just don’t get any ideas.” She admits that they 

“do get in spats a lot about marriage” and believes this issue is something they need to 

continue to address.

Dream sharing, for Alyssa, is a “non-confrontational” way to discuss “taboo or 

difficult topics” because it is not always easy inciting dialogue by which to examine 

“progressions” in a relationship:

I think that can be hard to bring up in general but when you talk about having a 

dream about being a mom or getting married or just a different phase in your 

life...sometimes I dream I’m living in a different city....that kind of stuff for me 

it’s a good way to let... him know what I’m thinking without being 

confrontational...sometimes I have frustrations and I...always kind of consider 

what is going on with him ...starting off by telling him my dreams helps me to 

tell him what is going on with me.

Alyssa, who is a practicing Catholic, relates the telling of her dreams to 

“confession” and by “getting it off my chest” she says she “releases it from my 

subconscious— it’s out there.”

Alyssa describes herself as an “open book” and often shares her dreams with 

friends and family. She recalls one time in particular when she shared a religious dream
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with her grandmother. The dream occurred at age 17, soon after she had gone through 

confirmation:

I remember I had a dream that winter... there is a spot by my house, by a river... I 

had a dream that I was at that spot and I was with Jesus and I was sitting there 

with him and he told me that (her phone rings) so I was crying and he told me that 

everything was going to be ok and just kind of held me. I told my grandma and 

she just cried. She is very much that mentality that God controls the weather and 

god controls everything just things...to her God came to me in my dream even 

though for me it wasn’t that I was touched by God or that God spoke to me...it 

definitely stayed with me and still stays with me.

She has never shared this dream with her partner but she has disclosed a dream about her 

grandfather who had a special song that she recalled in her sleep after he died. Alyssa 

says her partner was not supportive and that when she told him “he looks at me like I’m 

crazy.”

For Alyssa dream sharing is a process that leads to more depth and breadth of 

disclosure and offers other meanings to her partnership.

3.5 Edward’s Narrative Interview

Edward is a Mexican American man in his thirties who has been divorced for one 

year. Edward describes himself as “an incredibly curious person” and wants to know 

everything he can about someone. Dream sharing for him, is a way to “drag it out of 

them.” He said in the interview that sharing his dreams with people is necessary because 

“there is no way I could keep them inside.” He says, “something I seek is to be
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understood” and through the telling of his dreams he wanted his former partner to 

understand him “as much as possible.”

Edward admits that he perceives his reasons for sharing his dreams as “selfish...I 

just have to share them. I don’t want to hear them but you have to listen.” He emphasized 

understanding in a relationship and noted that in order for the other person to understand 

you, you must know Self. He says, “It is my belief that it’s going to take you your whole 

life to understand yourself... that allows for a lot of happiness if you know yourself.”

Prior to the divorce he and his partner would often share their dreams that would 

lead to discussions about the future. Edward describes the dream discussions as talking 

“about what is in the dream and follow that and discuss other things” and “as a starting 

point for another conversation.”

A recurring dream Edward related to me involved having two young daughters 

and how he would take care of them. The dream presented him with an opportunity to 

engage in conversation with his partner about how they might raise girls in this society. 

He and his partner became so comfortable with his dream that they would refer to them 

as “the girls” as if they were an extension of their daily lives. They even went so far as to 

decide in what religion to raise the girls. For his former partner, who is Apache and 

Jewish, it was imperative that they raise their daughters as Jewish. Edward states, “the 

girls would have to be raised Jewish...I have no say in that.”

The recurring dreams always featured two girls and focused on the problems of 

child-rearing in society today. Edward explains, “I dreamt that I would only have 

daughters and...what I would do as a father teaching them to be comfortable in society.”
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On one occasion Edward dreamt he took the girls to a slaughterhouse to show them that 

meat comes from the butchering of animals. Edward describes his role as a father figure 

in the dream, in which “the girl would be shrieking and I’d just be holding her.”

In another dream Edward received a call from a friend with whom he had been 

intimate. He clarified in an e-mail, “I dreamt that my friend and I had been intimate but 

we have never done anything like that in real life—or even attempted it.” In the dream 

she told him she was pregnant as a result of their amorous encounter. He explains in the 

interview:

I felt my jaw go... I could not believe it I was in shock. I didn’t know what to say. 

I asked her what would you like, I’m not going to be able to marry you. I had to 

think really fast. Are you going to keep the child and of course I will fully 

acknowledge it...you can either abort the child or have it...but I kind of like that 

better. You can have it and [my partner] and I can raise it. And I thought about 

that I didn’t tell my friend that right away. I told another friend and I asked is that 

totally presumptuous? What do I do?

After he told his partner about the dream they discussed what they would do in 

that situation; how they would proceed and what that would mean for their relationship:

I just told her, how would you feel about raising...? Well raising the child is not as 

important as the fact that you betrayed the marriage. That was the hardest thing 

but it is not the end of us. I just don’t know if I could bear to be reminded of that 

betrayal day after day after day. That is something I didn’t consider...I was 

astounded...and I didn’t know what would be the best thing...
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The disclosure of the dream led to a discussion about betrayal; the choices they 

would make if such a situation became reality. Edward’s partner did not want to raise 

someone else’s child and he says together they addressed the larger issue of infidelity.

Edward also enjoys sharing dreams with friends and former sexual partners. A 

week prior to the interview Edward shared a sexual dream that involved an ex-girlfriend 

that “had to be shared.” As he describes the dream to me during the interview, he looks 

off toward the window and shifts into second person:

But I noticed something I hadn’t seen in years. You were smiling— had what I 

call a raspberry smile...but you were getting so pissed, you were getting so 

jealous. You just dragged me to the dance floor. We worked up a sweat and each 

other and you were still mad so you took me out and you took me home and was 

ferocious and I had to tell her that. Even though we hadn’t touched each other in 

many years.

Edward says dream sharing gave him and his partner a way to explore other areas 

of their relationship. Although they are now divorced, he still continues to share dreams 

with his friends and relatives and says disclosing his dreams provides others with a way 

to gain a better understanding of him. Edward welcomes judgment based on one’s 

understanding of him but to be “liked or disliked for the wrong reasons” is deplorable, he 

notes.

3.6 Faith’s Narrative Interview

Faith is a Caucasian mother of five in her forties and has been married for less 

than a year to her partner of 17 years. She said of dream sharing with her partner, “I do



57

think that dream sharing ... can be very constructive or determine that your relationship 

could no longer be [healthy].” Faith says she perceives that dreams are personal but 

sharing them with someone helps relieve stress. She believes that dream dictionaries are 

“a bunch of hoo-ha” and simply not useful for interpreting dreams. Instead, she says the 

process of sharing with her partner helps her to understand herself better and also acts as 

a gateway for other discussions. She indicates that she desires a more supportive partner 

when it comes to the process of dream sharing. She said in the interview that her partner 

often teases her or invalidates her dreams while she tries to be supportive of his 

disclosures:

I think it is about whatever is going on with you ...and when I’ve dreamt I’ve 

slept with someone— I’m in it with someone I can’t stand. When I wake up I’m 

like, “oh my God why did I dream that?” That is disgusting but in the dream I was 

all about it so I do think it’s working out something. I have a recurring one about 

losing my teeth...I’m sure I’ve mentioned it to [my partner] but he just says, “oh 

that’s weird” or he will tease me. If he said that to me I’d be like, “well what is 

going on?” I’d want to help him with that. But he’s not that in tune.

Because of her partner’s inability to be “in tune” with her, Faith says she feels 

guarded with her dream sharing. “I tend to be very selective with what I share.” She 

continues, “Because right away he would think I wanted to sleep with his brother or 

might blow off something that I was sharing that was important to me.” She admits that 

she will not share dreams involving homosexuality or incest because she is concerned 

about her partner’s teasing and that he would “make too much of something that meant
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something different.” Faith also said that these types of dreams would “freak him out” 

and he would continuously bother her as “a form of harassment.”

Her partner has “themes to his dreams” that are usually “protecting people or 

being abandoned” and early in their relationship his dreams often depicted an ex

girlfriend who was pregnant at the time. In his dream he was a pelican carrying his 

former girlfriend in his beak. Faith found this unsettling because she was now in a 

relationship with him and says she felt worried that he was preoccupied with thoughts of 

his former girlfriend. He frequently has dreams of Faith abandoning him and in his telling 

of them she says he tends to be accusatory:

Typically when the dreams were about me it was about me leaving him and 

abandoning him which I have never done but I eventually did do and I really 

wanted him sharing those drams with me sort of like an accusation in the way he 

shared them with me that I felt like he was just expecting me to do that like a self- 

fulfilling prophecy kind of thing and so after awhile it grates on you. You never 

hear a dream about you got married or... he wouldn’t talk to me he was always 

negative about me. Of course I would always reassure him that that wouldn’t 

happen.

Although she reports she never told him how she felt about the pelican dream, 

Faith was “offended” and says that she would “never forget that dream” that he shared 

with her almost 17 years ago:

I was offended because no one ever wanted to protect me. He never seemed 

concerned about me; he never seemed concerned if I was protected and I was sort
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of on my own and even though I was his girlfriend and he wanted to date me for a 

very long time since we were in high school and I always turned him down so I 

knew I was an object of his desire for a long time and I thought I would have 

more status.

In an e-mail she sent to me in reply to a cross check for clarification, Faith stated 

that she felt “a bit jealous and resentful” when her partner shared the pelican dream with 

her. She further explains:

At the time it seemed to me that his brother and former girlfriends were more 

important to him than I was and he was rubbing that in my face...although I didn’t 

think it was intentional— more just blundering. I wondered why or wished he’d 

have a protective dream about me— I felt I was always going it alone.

Because the dreams are often about “losing control” Faith believes it is beneficial 

for her and her partner to “sit down and look at those representations and [ask] why do 

we each feel that way?” At the time of the interview her mother-in-law had just left from 

a prolonged visit. Faith shared a dream about her with her partner and was able to 

interpose the subject of the mother-in-law’s uninvited visit:

In real life she was staying with us and I kept putting pressure on him, okay your 

mother needs to go and he was actually really good about it and really receptive 

but when I had the dream it was very intense. She was bossing me around in the 

dream and telling me what to do. I wanted to choke that little woman and actually 

it was a very intense version of what she was like in real life...but I think I just
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couldn’t take it anymore...I was just like oh it was weird your mom was telling me 

what to do in the dream so to him it was almost true.

Since their marriage and the union of the family now living in the same house, 

Faith has noticed a shift in her dreams. She no longer has dreams in which she is “trying 

to protect the children.”

I don’t have those dreams so I must feel like ok there’s two of us now I don’t have 

to feel solely responsible...but I remember mentioning dreams like that because 

that was recurring... I remember mentioning it... and he would be like ‘that’s 

dumb.’ You know kind of like, “why would you dream that?”

In the same instance, Faith says she tries to be supportive of her partner by 

helping him understand his dreams. If he has a dream about his occupation, for example, 

she will say, “Oh you dreamt that because you’re not sure what you want to do with your 

career. Or whatever is pertinent, and comfort him.” Faith believes her partner is not 

conscious of why he shares his dreams with her and said that, “I think he wants to make 

sense of [his dreams] but I don’t think he is mindful of wanting to make sense of [them].” 

She perceives he, “Just hadn’t gotten to the point where he comprehends that he’s trying 

to work something out.” In one dream about her partner she was trying to protect him and 

his girlfriend, and explains:

I’ve had different versions of the same dream where he is seeing someone else or 

he’s having sex with someone else in a public place and I am trying to protect 

them so people don’t see them. I’m like what the heck I should just smack him 

and run away. I think it’s a really good tool in relationships but I think because it
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is representational it makes it difficult just like what we’re talking about he’d 

tease me and get confused with representation and what I really want to do and I 

think that is true of a lot of people.

Faith also shares her dreams with friends and co-workers, particularly females, as 

a way of “bonding” and connecting with each other:

Maybe sort of seeing do other people have dreams like this? Or what do you think 

of it? So it is sort of maybe to get reassurance or...they’11 say I have that dream 

too or something similar. Then you have a laugh and you feel better.

One friend of hers attempts to interpret dreams by using a dream dictionary and 

perceives the dreams as “prophetic” while Faith tries to “guide her” to a different 

revelation. For Faith, dreams are personal and cannot be easily defined; she says she 

enjoys showing her friends other perspectives of dreams.

Another friend used to describe hers dreams in such intricate detail but would 

never listen to Faith discuss her own dreams. Because the friend told the dreams to the 

point of discussing minutiae, Faith questioned whether these were actual dreams or a 

non-threatening way to broach certain topics:

Every day it was about her dreams and I would think shut the fuck up! That it was 

actually this fantasy that she was trying to test ideas on me but it didn’t seem like 

these are really sleeping dreams and I wonder that about people dream sharing [if 

they] use it as a way to try to communicate with you and say I had this dream and 

it’s not a true dream. I never got to share mine because if I was like well I had a 

dream... then it was all about her.
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Overall, Faith says she feels her dream sharing experience is positive but admits 

that she would like her partner to be more receptive of her disclosures.

3.7 Narrative Description Summary

All six of my co-researchers reported that dream sharing in their intimate 

partnerships is beneficial to the relationship and that they enjoyed discussing this topic 

with me in the narrative interview. Through the conversational interview process, my co

researchers offered their stories of dream disclosures in their own words; their interviews 

are presented here free from interpretation. Polkinghome (1988) calls this type of 

interview an “organizational scheme expressed in story form” that “can refer to the 

process of making a story, to the cognitive scheme of the story, or to the result of the 

process called ‘stories,’ ‘tales,’ or ‘histories’” (p. 13).
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Chapter 4 

Human Science Research Analysis

Reflexive analysis takes place at every step of the research process, and now the 

study shifts to the final narrative analysis stage in which I “re-present” the quotidian lived 

experiences of my co-researchers in regard to dream sharing. I examined the individual 

narratives that were co-constructed in the initial interviews. By examining the 

transcriptions from those interviews for emergent, recurrent themes, I was then able to 

represent them as a composite narrative. Simultaneously, I reflexively used what I had 

learned in the review of the literature to connect all parts of the study and represent the 

narratives more fully and comprehensively. As Kvale (1996) states, “During the analysis 

the researcher may alternate between being a ‘narrative-finder’ and being a ‘narrative- 

creator’-  molding the many different happenings into coherent stories” (p. 201).

The transcription of the narrative interview is not the interview itself, but rather is 

understood as a snapshot of the dialogue between co-researchers and researcher.

Riessman (1993) suggests narrative analysis can only be thought of as representational of 

the experiences of the co-researchers (p. 13). I will proceed to demonstrate how I have 

interpreted, analyzed, and represented the stories of my co-researchers. Credibility of 

interpretation is important to me as a qualitative researcher. Mason (1996) suggests:

You must explain how you have woven sections of data together...to produce an 

interpretation of how specific instances in your data set can be read together as 

saying something about, for example, social processes...it should enable you to
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show both that you have understood and engaged with your own position, or 

standpoint, or analytical lens, in a reflexive sense, (p. 150)

I will synthesize all parts of this research in an effort to demonstrate and verify 

my interpretive analysis of the capta. A brief discussion of the exploratory focus group 

will be presented before the more in-depth examination of the narrative interviews.

4.1 Exploratory Focus Group

The focus group proved to be less useful for gathering capta, but valuable in 

honing my skills as a researcher. The purpose of this type of qualitative research is to go 

beyond the review of existing literature to understand how people in their everyday lived 

experience incorporate dream sharing in their intimate partnerships. The five participants 

in the focus group insisted upon discussing and emphasizing dream content, which I had 

anticipated. However, in a group setting it was extremely difficult to prompt them to shift 

from the initial description of the dream to a description of them sharing the dream.

While little capta from the focus group was used for this study, I gained a better sense of 

what it is to be a human scientist and how to develop my expertise for the greater 

challenge of my research endeavors. Most significantly, I decided to begin each narrative 

interview with a vignette of my own dream sharing experience with my partner and 

explain the communicative process that took place in the sharing. After providing each 

co-researcher with parameters within which to discuss their narratives, they seemed more 

prepared than the focus group to offer their accounts of dream sharing. Because the co

researchers and I had already established a sense of relationship prior to the focus group,

I did not realize that I needed to explicitly set the stage and facilitate the discussion to
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such a degree in order to gain the stories necessary for this type of research. Lindlof and 

Taylor (2002) suggest that interviewers self-disclose at the start of a focus group:

By saying something about who they are- including, perhaps, their personal 

reasons for doing the study- researchers concretely signal the equal footing nature 

of the interview. This kind of opening gives the participants an idea of how 

informal the interview will be...If the researcher uses brief personal stories or 

anecdotes judiciously through the rest of the interview, a sense of reciprocity and 

goodwill often unfolds, (p. 190)

By the second individual research interaction, I began the process more 

coherently.

4.2 Narrative Themes

What I had surmised about the topics of gender and religion in dream sharing 

based on the review of existing literature was unsubstantiated. With the exception of 

Alyssa who told her grandmother her dream of Jesus, there was no mention of religion as 

a factor in the dream sharing process. For Alyssa, the relational discourse between her 

and her partner did not focus on the religious content of the dream itself but rather the 

impediment of sharing the dream with her partner; he didn’t understand or might look at 

her like she was “crazy.” Although all six of my co-researchers are from diverse 

backgrounds, their dream sharing did not seem to be affected by these two variables. The 

only consistency within all the interviews regarding presence of dream sharing in their 

intimate relationship was that the co-researchers enjoy sharing more than their partners 

are willing to disclose. Only Daisy reported that her partner instigated the dream sharing
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between them by first telling her a dream and prompting her to tell hers. She expressed 

surprise because “usually guys think our dreams are not interesting.” Although Alyssa’s 

partner initially began dream sharing in their relationship, he later shared less with her 

but attentively listens to her dream narratives. Both Daniel and Faith reported that their 

dream sharing was even badly received by their partners. Daniel’s partner ended the 

dream sharing abruptly one day when she said, “this isn’t interesting to me and I don’t 

want to hear about this” after he described a dream. Faith said her partner would 

sometimes reply to her dreams by saying “that’s dumb” and other unsupportive 

comments. Other co-researchers expressed their belief that their partners simply could not 

recall their dreams to reciprocate or, as in Tiffany’s case, she says her partner “doesn’t 

think it’s important to tell me everything.”

Three primary themes situated within the overall framework of self-disclosure 

were found in the transcribed interviews and were consistent among all six co

researchers. The themes include: (1) relational turning points, (2) mutuality, and (3) 

dream dialectics. The degree of overlap of these themes was surprising, at some points 

running together like watercolors. Elements such as trust and reinforcement were factors 

that emerged within the three primary themes. Narrative analysis requires noting how the 

fundamental elements fit together to create a holistic understanding. Although I discuss 

them as separate components, each segues into the next and are interrelated parts that 

create an overall synthesis.
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4.3 Relational Turning Points

The literature review focused on the communicative act between intimate partners 

when they choose to reveal or conceal a dream and suggests that topics act as catalysts to 

address other aspects of a couple’s life together. Each of my co-researchers expressed a 

discursive shift from the initial telling of a dream to the relational application within their 

partnership. They use dreams as a topic in the creation of meaning in their relationships; 

this dream sharing lens allows the partners to examine other areas of their life in a “non 

confrontational manner” as Faith stated. Through discourse we attempt to connect with 

others through phatic communication by discussion of the weather, riddles, jokes, etc. 

when what we really seek is social connection. Building a bastion for our discussion of 

the weather or our repartee of jokes leads to communication about our lives. Josselson 

(1996) states:

We chat pleasantly about the weather, share a joke we heard with our hairdresser, 

pass an hour over coffee gossiping with a friend. These mostly unremarkable 

events soon fade into the dustbin of memory, yet without them life is apt to feel 

empty and cold. (p. 152)

Dreams also serve to stimulate conversation and make it more acceptable to 

broach certain topics, as in the case of Alyssa who uses dreams as “an icebreaker” to 

discuss with her partner topics that are on her mind, thus he fulfills the role of “sounding 

board” for her. On one occasion she dreamt of marriage and used that dream as an 

opportunity to enter into dialogue about marriage with her partner. This turning point for 

her was a way to divulge her thoughts, under the guise of dream sharing, and safely
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engage with him about a potentially volatile subject. This ostensibly benign method of 

“dragging out” information that Edward referred to relieves the co-researchers of 

absolute ownership of their feelings. After all, dreams alone are “not reality” as Daisy 

explained. This allows them to move from the impersonal and often non sequitur aspects 

of dreams to the highly personal coherent areas of their relationship.

The co-researchers are able to shift from an individualized experience of their 

dream to form “conjoint relations” in the sharing of the dream (Mcnamee & Gergen 

1999, p. 38). This provides the partner with an invitation to join the discussion and 

explore various avenues in the relationship, rather than one person dictating to another 

with no opening for further dialogue. Once the dream has been voiced, both partners 

enter into sharing and situating the dream between them; there is no irreversibility once 

the account has been told. Both partners become responsible for both the dream meaning 

and application, whether it is to discard the dream by saying “oh that’s dumb” as in the 

case of Faith’s description of her partner’s reaction, or to develop “a more close 

relationship” as with Tiffany’s partner. The process of telling dreams promotes well 

being in the relationship as it enriches interaction. My co-researchers reported how 

dreams stimulate conversation when interaction becomes otherwise commonplace and 

provides a new communicative outlet rather than succumbing to banal discourse. Each of 

the co-researchers described the presence of dream sharing in their partnerships as a 

means of rejuvenating and stimulating conversation between them, particularly of a 

future nature. Daisy is able to start a conversation about children and plan future events
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with her partner, for example, and Edward and his former partner used dreams to imagine 

their life together and the many possibilities that conceivably exist.

4.4 Mutuality

Creating mutuality in our relationships with others in the world is what Josselson

(1996) calls “emotionally being with another” or “joining in” that occurs “between 

selves” (p. 148). It is created in the “space between” individuals and is the result of our 

interactions with others; our experiences are made richer by the sharing (pp. 148-150). 

Josselson states:

Like two instruments whose notes form a chord, we together create something 

greater than our own experience. We share, we cooperate, we play. We find 

ourselves in another and another in ourselves. Of all of the dimensions of 

relatedness, mutuality is at once the most commonly experienced, the most 

humanly rewarding and the hardest to talk about, (p. 148)

By focusing on someone besides self, one is engaging with the world and crosses 

from the egocentric “look at me” to engage in the co-constructed “look with me” 

(Josselson, 1996 p. 149). When partners negotiate mutuality they are not concerned with 

the boundaries of “you” and “me” but rather focusing on the interconnectedness of “we” 

and “me.” Daniel, for instance, regarded his partner’s response to his dream disclosures 

“whether they were positive or negative” as transitioning from the “me” aspect in the 

relationship to the “we-ness” of the “sharing of the experience.”

Part of understanding the boundaries of we-ness is through the process of sharing 

dream narratives and is important to my co-researchers who desire a mutual experience
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with their partners. Bulow (1990) suggests that, “We must tell our experiences both to 

ourselves to re-establish coherence and to others” and through the process of telling we 

are establishing inter-subjective agreement, (pp. 48-49). For the co-researchers, seeking 

inter-subjectivity implies that they need to find others with experiences that are 

comparable to theirs. As Faith stated, she wanted to gain “reassurance” from her co

workers when she shared a dream about losing her teeth. She wondered if other people 

have similar dreams but more importantly, her purpose was more surreptitious: she 

sought to establish mutuality with others.

The mutuality theme can be extended to mean that dream tellers like Faith are 

also trying to develop “Self’ in their interaction with others in addition to creating and 

maintaining companionship. Miehls (1999) argues that intimate partners wrestle with 

locating the Self within the relationship and by establishing mutuality, by recognizing 

each other as mutual subjects as opposed to objects; couples promote the growth of Self 

(p. 341). Miehls does not define the emergence of Self in opposition to Others and 

argues against such polarities as “knower and known,” and “observer and observed” (p. 

337). Instead, he states, “I am not either/or something in relationship to other, I am 

both/and something in the relationship” (p. 337). Holding such a position makes it 

impossible for one to recognize “tensions of ambiguity” or “mutual recognition” (pp.

340, 353-354). If one is unable to recognize that “his/her affective experience is similar to 

the other’s affective experience,” then one views “himself/herself as a subject acting on 

an object rather than as one of two subjects who are mutually influencing each other” in 

an inter subjective co-construction (p. 340).
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This theme also demonstrates the sought after desire for social support and 

companionship, in effect, a “growing closer.” As humans in the world we seek what 

Josselson (1996) calls a “pure form of communion” with each other. All six co

researchers expressed a need for their partners to support and acknowledge how their 

feelings resulting from the dream. Whether it was a nightmare or a dream about 

infidelity, every one of the co-researchers wanted to feel that their partner was engaged in 

dialogue with them and truly listening. Baxter and Montgomery (1996) note the 

importance of self disclosure in building intimate partnerships. Quoting earlier scholars, 

they acknowledge that disclosing can “reduce a person’s sense of loneliness” and is 

“instrumental in garnering social support” (p. 134). Intimate sharing also provides 

couples with self-knowledge because self-disclosure elicits feedback (p. 134)

Intimate partners socially construct their relationship by establishing mutuality 

and creating and maintaining meaning— they want to co-relate their experiences with 

each other. For my co-researchers, to know that someone else shares their experience of 

having similar dreams demonstrates to them that they are not alone in the world. 

Josselson (1996) suggests, “being alone with this awful secret and the belief that only I 

have this feeling, fear, or fact to live with is the most excruciating form of isolation” (p. 

152). When one shares a dream with another, the dream no longer exists within the 

individual but becomes an active experience between them. Information the co

researchers seek from their partners includes: Does my partner understand me when I 

share this dream? Do you have dreams of this nature? and How do I understand this 

dream?; let us interpret it together. As Josselson states, “Because mutuality represents the
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continuum of shareable experience, mutuality becomes the glue that binds us to one 

another in the human condition” (p. 151). Edward, for example, reports sometimes 

feeling that people “are not connected mentally to other people;” however, he notes that 

“there is that connection we all share but you don’t access readily.” Expressing a desire to 

establish shared experience, he says, “I do wish I could tap into other people and other 

people could tap into me.” The co-researchers decide to disclose because they can 

achieve “emotional connection” with others (Josselson, p. 153). Because the relationship 

is holistically experienced through the “inter-subjectivity” of the “mutuality” as Josselson 

states, the co-researchers take their partner’s feelings into account (Josselson, p. 163). 

They are not merely constructing experience individually; they are co-constructing 

meaning and experience in their partnerships. Gergen (2001) posits that in social 

construction, “The chief locus of understanding is not in ‘the psyche’ but in processes of 

relationship” (p. 25).

Privacy is not only evident within the theme of dream dialectics, as is expounded 

upon in the next section, but also in the shift from the intrapersonal nature of dreams to 

the mutual sharing of dreams. When we share our dreams we share a part of our inner 

selves and open a window to be scrutinized. The benefits in telling though, often 

supercede the desire to remain private because they allow our partners to interpret them; 

thus making us feel better through a social connection. After their inner processing, co

researchers chose to disclose dream content to their partners to establish mutual 

understanding and interconnectedness. Daisy, for instance, reports that her companion 

comforts her by “interpreting the dreams in a positive” manner. Creating this mutual



73

comfort between partners clearly requires the shift from intrapersonal to the social realm. 

As Lippmann (1998) posits:

Dreams have always held the possibility of an addition or alternative to, perhaps a 

compensation for, the requirements of public living, just as social life and 

communication hold the possibility of alternatives to inner life. Obviously, these 

two realms balance, interact, enrich, and require each other in complex ways that 

are part of our human evolution. The intense privacy of dreams is seen, therefore, 

as one part of an interactive system that includes our deeply social nature, (p. 197)

4.5 Dream Dialectics

Dream expression (public) and dream protection (autonomy) and certainty and 

uncertainty, are the dialectical tensions refined from the capta, with an overarching value 

placed on reinforcement and trust. These aspects of dream dialectics are discussed as 

interwoven, interconnected factors.

It is important to note that relational dialectic scholars recognize the “multiplicity 

in perspectives” and abolish the notion of homeostasis. Although a person may choose to 

disclose a dream to their intimate Other, this choice does not suggest a balance. Instead, 

the dialectical tensions, in this case dream expression/dream protection and 

certainty/uncertainty, require the partners to “act in ways that express” the tensions 

“simultaneously” (Montgomery & Baxter, 1998, p. 160). The decision to disclose is not 

established in the “happy mediums of compromise” but within the “messier and more 

inconsistent unfolding practices of the moment” (Montgomery & Baxter, 1998, p. 160). 

Baxter and Montgomery report Rosenfeld and Kendrick’s (1984) findings. The
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scholars highlight several reasons why people disclose to one another, each of which are 

represented in the interviews with my co-researchers:

Maintaining or enhancing a relationship with another person, eliciting information 

from the other person about himself or herself, gaining insight into one’s own 

thoughts and feelings through feedback from the other person, gaining 

confirmation from the other, presenting a particular image of oneself to the other, 

engaging in catharsis, and controlling the other’s actions through manipulation, 

(as cited by Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 134)

To understand the dialectic between dream expression and dream protection 

dialectical tensions it is important to examine the notion of reinforcement (or rewards) as 

well as trust. Together the couples are co-creating a system of rewards via the dream 

sharing process. All six co-researchers acknowledged their reason for disclosing dreams 

was motivated by the expectation of reward from their partner, whether it was extrinsic 

such as a backrub or intrinsic such as feeling as though they got something “off their 

chest.” These positive reinforcements encourage companions to describe their dreams as 

well as emotions they may attribute to the dream. Furthermore, using dreams as a way to 

“inform” the intimate Other about one’s feelings creates a relational context whereby 

each partner can safely disclose. This demonstrates their need to connect with their 

partners, but at the same time, each of the co-researchers admitted they do not share 

certain dream content. This censorship indicates the tension of considering the 

consequences of their disclosures. If they tell a sexual fantasy dream to their partner, they 

anticipate that the discussion will more likely be pleasant. If they share a dream about
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infidelity with their partner, the repercussion could be inciting jealousy, anger, and other 

negative emotions in their intimate unions. They must evaluate their acts of dream 

disclosure in terms of potential relational consequences.

The narrative capta suggests that the decision to reveal or conceal a dream to an 

intimate partner is contingent upon the degree of trust established in the relationship. 

Certainty requires trust but with trust there exists a level of uncertainty in a partnership. 

The decision to disclose a dream, for instance, presents a challenge between the partners 

and through the process of negotiating certainty and uncertainty, the partners gain a new 

level of confidence. Baxter and Montgomery (1996) state:

One grows to trust another only if the other has an option to act against one’s best 

interests or the best interests of the relationship and chooses otherwise; it is the 

existence of a choice, an uncertainty, that gives one the attributional evidence 

needed to reach a conclusion about the other’s intrinsic motivation, (p. 120)

The co-researchers expressed concern about being judged harshly by their partners for 

having particular dreams of a perceived negative valence. Due to this apprehension, they 

sometimes choose to conceal their dreams.

Jourard (1964) suggests:

We conceal and camouflage our true being before others to foster a sense of 

safety, to protect ourselves against unwanted but expected criticism, hurt, or 

rejection. This protection is purchased at a steep price. When we are not truly 

known by the other people in our lives, we are misunderstood. When we are not 

known, even by family and friends, we join the all too numerous ‘lonely crowd.’
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(p. iii)

The co-researchers expressed a dialectical tension of expression or protection 

when contemplating the sharing of taboo dreams. This is a social construction between 

intimate partners that Gergen and Gergen (2003) call “the paradox of the private” (p. 66). 

They posit:

When we tell one another our deepest secrets we use a public language. The 

nuances of consciousness, emotion both subtle and profound, inner yearnings, the 

whispering conscience— all of these are created in the matrix of language...Only 

that which is public can be private. We dwell in a paradox, (p. 66)

Both Daisy and Alyssa kept their dreams of their intimate partners private initially 

beginning of their relationships because when one dreams of the person they want to 

share with, the dream becomes, in a sense, reality for them. Lippmann (1995) argues that 

the recipient of a dream disclosure in which she or he is present creates a level of social 

reality for them in the relationship. He argues:

When someone tells you a dream in which you or a close facsimile are present, is 

it not usual for you to react as though the events reported are actually or 

objectively about you? ‘You kissed me (or insulted me, or beat me, or helped me) 

in my dream last night’ brings to the listener the experience if having in fact 

kissed, insulted, beaten, or helped the dreamer, and with this some associated 

feelings including feelings of responsibility, guilt, shame, or pride. There is in this 

a most subtle level of interpersonal discourse of experience, allowing persons to 

interact from the side, so to speak, (p. 206)
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Clearly the shift from inner dialogue becomes a co-constructed reality for intimate 

partners when they engage in the discourse of their dreams, particularly in situations 

where one partner is present in the content of the dream.

Regarding the taboo sexual dream of her and her female friend, Daisy stated that 

her partner would not “understand” or he might think she is a “pervert” and “laugh.” She 

told her friend who was present in the dream, but did not want to tell her partner because 

she was simultaneously protecting her autonomous right to “privacy” and her partner 

from “things which can hurt him.” Faith refuses to share taboo dream content, such as 

lesbian or incest dreams, because she fears her partner will “tease” her. Edward, on the 

other hand, reports that he shared almost everything with his partner, before their 

separation. He attributes his dream expression to the “familiarity” and comfort levels the 

pair had established in their relationship, stating that “we had such a history we built up a 

vocabulary,” referring to the private coded language that couples establish with 

relational history. As Josselson states, “the closer we are to someone, the fewer words we 

have to use to get our meanings across” and those we resonate with are “speaking our 

language” (p. 155). Baxter and Montgomery echo this notion of partnership discourse, 

alleging that:

Relationship pairs also construct their connection and autonomy through their 

idiosyncratic communication code that is unique to their dyad. Through such 

idiomatic communication forms as nicknames, affectionate terms, labels for 

others, sexual code words, and symbolic objects, dyadic partners signal to
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themselves and to outsiders how they form a bond of closeness and intimacy, (p.

103)

After comfort levels are established, the co-researches feel they can disclose most 

marginal dream content, although they insist some dream topics should not be discussed.

It is evident in a reexamination of the transcribed interviews that the co

researchers want to maintain some level of autonomy, alongside the conflicted desire to 

also share with their partner. Again, trust is a significant factor in the decision to disclose 

or withhold a dream; to remain private or autonomous. Alyssa states, “the level of trust 

was higher which has stayed stable since we have built that with each other.” Once they 

constructed a feeling of trust together, Alyssa and her partner were more willing to share 

with each other. In Tiffany’s case, trust arose out of the context of marriage; because he 

is her “husband” she says “he is the only person I trust with everything.” Once dream 

sharing had atrophied in his intimate relationship, Daniel avoided further dream 

disclosures because he says he felt there was a “trust abuse” between them. All six co

researchers require a feeling of trust before engaging in a dream dialogue.

In the decision to be autonomous or public, one must take into consideration the 

emotion of jealousy. Dreams of infidelity, as stated earlier, incite suspicion in 

relationships and relational partners must be prepared for negative reactions from the 

Other. Jealousy in dream sharing is constructed in the partnership through the actual 

interactions with one another. The co-researchers, for instance, do not see themselves as 

jealous people (although some indicated their partners perceive them this way) but might 

feel jealousy or worry that their partner will become jealous during a dream disclosure.
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For Faith, the concern about dream sharing in her relationship is twofold: she questions 

her partner’s motives for disclosing to her and she worries he will become angry when 

she tells him a dream. She suspects ulterior motives saying, “he isn’t responsive to me so 

what is [my partner’s] point in telling me? Is it to make me jealous?” as well as 

protecting her own disclosures for fear he might be upset. As Daisy reports, “From the 

beginning I was honest with him and said there are some things about me you will never 

know so just don’t ask me because it’s not about shame or not about misunderstanding 

it’s about violating my privacy.” This potential “violation of privacy” is a way for the co

researchers to protect their “selves” and maintain a sense of autonomy. The partners of 

the co-researchers, however, seem to misinterpret that need for privacy. Daisy states, “He 

thinks that I don’t trust him” and she wants to protect herself from his judgment, 

particularly of those dreams that she says she believes are “disappointing.” Daniel also 

reports worry that his dream disclosures might be seen as negative and therefore censors 

those particular dreams. Because he perceives dreams as being personal, he articulates 

concern that his partner would be “disappointed” or that he will be “unaccepted” by her. 

Thus, though all the co-researchers said they “enjoyed” sharing their dreams with their 

partners, the fear of judgment impeded some disclosures.

The dialectical tension present within the relationship with regard to dream 

sharing is a fluctuating sense of security and insecurity, certainty and uncertainty. 

Continuity and discontinuity are both simultaneously present in relationships and relating 

to one another becomes an “ongoing process of weaving together the certainty of 

continuity and the uncertainty of discontinuity” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 119).
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All the co-researchers have been in their relationships for more than one year and in that 

amount of time were able to create an understanding with the other person; habits, 

language, attitudes, and feelings— all of which are integral in the decision to disclose 

dream content. There exists a level of awareness of Other in their relationships. The teller 

can take comfort in knowing that the partner listening to the sharing of a dream is intent 

on understanding the meanings of the disclosure and therefore rendering the dream 

sharing as mutually purposeful. However, security is never fixed within a relationship 

because relationships are not static entities and never maintain a perfect balance or 

homeostasis. Partners choose to disclose during those moments they believe their 

disclosure will best be received and understood within the relational framework. For 

instance, the security co-created within a partnership will promote awareness. In Faith’s 

case, her partner was aware that she was not getting along with her mother-in-law. When 

Faith told him a dream she had in which her mother-in-law’s dialogue was filled with 

constant epithets admonishing her every move, he understood her perspective at that 

point in time. The inherent relational, dialectical interplay between certainty and 

uncertainty ensures the relationship will not stagnate. Dream sharing becomes a way for 

couples to confront the dialectical tensions they wrestle with in their relationships.

Alyssa reports that she withheld a particular dream because “I didn’t want to 

discuss it with him because it bothered me so much that it was within myself. I think I 

was worried subconsciously” and she was “trying to tell myself something...by 

examining just everything in my head.” Being uncertain of his reaction and reception of 

the information, she chose censorship. The other co-researchers echo this uncertainty,
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establishing a need to first process the dream so that it “makes sense” to them before 

disclosing to Other.

A sense of understanding in a partnership is clearly an aspect of the 

certainty/uncertainty dialectical tension. Based on past feedback, the co-researchers could 

anticipate whether their dream sharing would be understood. Jourard (1971) suggests:

The activity of self-disclosure, once undertaken, follows the principals of operant 

behavior, in that its structure is shaped by the reinforcers that are yielded as 

feedback. Thus, the form and content of my disclosure, once I have chosen to 

disclose myself, is affected by my experience of partial reinforcers that guide me 

like sign posts, to the goal I seek in commencing to disclose, namely evidence 

provided by the other that he [sic] is receiving and understanding my disclosure, 

and changing his [sic] concept of me accordingly, (p. 182)

Faith stated that she withheld dream sharing with her partner on occasion for fear 

he might not understand her which itself might result in her “bursting into tears” and 

“having a fit before he would get it.” The possible relational loss was perceived as greater 

than the possible gain. Daniel anticipated his intimate companion would misinterpret his 

poaching dreams and therefore decided to keep them private. Daniel reports feeling 

“guarded” sharing dreams, the content he felt might be misunderstood. He reports he had 

a series of poaching dreams:

Where I was working for fish wildlife protection agency and getting into violent 

interactions with poachers or hunters over something and she comes from a hunter 

gatherer family... I never wanted to talk about those. I think that she would
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[perceive] me being egocentric that I was applying [the dreams] to her family’s 

values...I think she would have seen it as an attack.

The decision to keep dreams private and avoid the social realm in order to 

simultaneously protect oneself from being misunderstood and protect the Other from 

being hurt is an experiential tension of intimate partnership. The co-researchers must 

recognize the perils of keeping some dreams private; it prevents them from being 

completely known to the Other. Jourard (1971) argues that choosing to conceal oneself is 

akin to manipulating others’ perception and diminishing them of agency:

To disclose oneself to another is the expression of one’s granting to him [sic] and 

willing for him [sic] the status of a person with freedom, rather than the status of 

an object of essence, with predictable and controllable behavior, (p. 182)

The co-researchers struggle with the dilemma that not all dream substance should 

necessarily be revealed. The question of dream sharing becomes: what should be revealed 

and what should concealed.

4.6 Summary

I analyzed and explicated three primary themes that emerged from the narratives 

of my six co-researchers; these themes demonstrate how dream sharing is socially 

constructed between intimate partners. The purpose of this research was to examine the 

topic of dream sharing as a socially interactive practice; moving our sleeping 

intrapersonal stories into our waking life interpersonal narratives. The co-constructed 

dream sharing process involves self-disclosure and requires a foundation of trust within 

intimate relationships. This research suggests that sharing dreams with one’s partner
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enhances the constitution of intimacy in relationships because such interaction creates a 

discursive shift whereby couples can address other areas of their lives. The process of 

dream discussion also creates a context for comforting one another and engaging in 

discourse about one’s fears, hopes, values, and beliefs.

Dreaming is something that all humans do and to recontextualize this 

phenomenon as relational, grounds a unique quality of intimate relationship. Burroughs 

once said, “There couldn't be a society of people who didn't dream. They'd be dead in two 

weeks” (Thoughts on dreams 1998, 33). Not only is dreaming a human necessity, but 

sharing them is important as well. In the process of “telling and sharing” we become “a 

part of other people’s lives” and the once inaccessible dream existing alone in the 

individual becomes a social “reality” between us (Kester, 2004).
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Appendix

Informed Consent Form

The Social Construction of Dream Sharing 

IRB# 04-70 Date Approved: November 23, 2004

Description of the Study:

You have volunteered to participate in a thesis research study focused on dream sharing 

with a relational partner. You are participating in the research study because you fit the 

criteria of being in an intimate partnership and are able to recall your dreams and 

instances of sharing your dreams.

If you decide to take part, the process will take no longer than 2 hours and will be audio 

tape recorded. The discussion will later be transcribed by myself at which time I may 

contact you should the need for clarification arise.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts. Should discussion become upsetting, I will 

quickly shift away from the topic. You have volunteered and are therefore able to 

withdraw at any time in the process. Should the discussion result in any discomforts or 

should emotional trauma arise I encourage you to seek help from one of the following 

agencies:
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Fairbanks Crisis Line: 452-HELP 

UAF Center for Health and Counseling: 474-7043 

Through your participation I hope to add to the understanding of interpersonal 

communication. The information that emerges from our discussion will result in my 

Master’s thesis.

Confidentiality:

Data collected for this study will ONLY be used for my Master’s thesis unless written 

permission is granted by the participants. Listed below are procedures I will follow:

• All information obtained from the research about you will (including the audio 

recorded tapes and this consent form) will remain confidential.

• All information containing your name will not be shared with anyone other than 

the research committee, consisting of myself, Dr. Pamela McWherter, Dr. Jin 

Brown, Dr. Jean Richey, and the Department of Communication Administrative 

Assistant Saundra Jefko.

• I ensure the protection of your privacy by replacing your name with a pseudonym 

so that no one can identify you as a participant in this study. Upon completion of 

the study, all material including audio recorded tapes, notepads, and any other 

research materials with your information on them will be stored in a locked 

cabinet located in 503 Gruening. All material will be destroyed in five years. The 

only people with access to the materials will be Dr. Pamela McWherter, 

Department of Communication Administrative Assistant Saundra Jefko, and 

myself.
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If you have any questions at this time, please ask. You may contact me at any time. 

Researcher: Michelle Seaman 

Phone: 978-2509 

E-mail:

ftmls@uaf.edu 

mscaman@hotmail. com

Location: 503 Gruening, Department of Communication, University of Alaska Fairbanks 

Statement of Consent:

I acknowledge and understand the procedures described above. My questions have been 

answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to volunteer by participating in this study. I have 

been provided a copy of this form. By signing this form I am agreeing to the above 

guidelines.

Signature of Subject & Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent & Date

mailto:ftmls@uaf.edu

