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There are three types of theories:

1. Dreams are epiphenomena, decorative spandrels 
(Domhoff, Foulkes, Flanagan), a by-product of waking 
life imagination

2. Dreams, even unrecalled dreams, process our 
memories, emotions, virtual reality learning 
(Revonsuo; Nielsen & Levin; Stickgold; Walker) 

3. We produce dreams so as to tell them to others, this 
enables self-disclosure, empathy and group bonding 
(Blagrove et al., 2019; Blagrove & Lockheart, 2023). 

We don’t know why dreams are produced





• https://psyche.co/ideas/the-reason-we-

dream-might-be-to-bring-us-closer-

together
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For all the types of theories, we know:

• Dreams refer to our waking life concerns 

and emotional events.

• Dreams refer to waking life in a 

metaphorical manner, rather than direct 

copies / replays of waking life experiences 

(exception to this is PTSD nightmares).  



• We can experimentally manipulate dream 

content by presenting stimuli before sleep 

(e.g., dream incubation).

• We can experimentally manipulate dream 

content by stimuli during sleep (Dormio).

• And we can combine these methods by 

Targeted Dream Incubation, presenting a 

stimulus before and during sleep.  



This can be benign or 

beneficial.

• Imagery Rehearsal Therapy: Imagining 

and rehearsing a changed nightmare 

decreases frequency of nightmares

• Think about a problem or concern in the 

hope that you dream of the problem or 

concern

• TDI has been used for increasing 

creativity, increasing lucid dreams, and 

decreasing nightmares      



But dream manipulation could 

be malign 
• https://aeon.co/essays/dreams-are-a-

precious-resource-dont-let-advertisers-

hack-them
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• Prior to the 2021 Super Bowl Molson 

Coors ran adverts to participate in 

Targeted Dream Incubation aimed at 

increasing purchase of the beer. 

• Participants watched a dream inducing 

video on a website three times. They got 

free beer for taking part and free beer for 

sending the link to a friend.    



• The 90-second video had flowing 

waterfalls, cool mountain air and Coors 

beer. 

• Coors brand features mountains and 

waterfalls on its logo.





• Subliminal advertising when awake isn’t 

allowed

• Surveys showed a majority of advertisers 

would engage in this practice and a 

majority of the population would accept it! 



These methods can work

• In smokers, targeted odours during sleep 

(rotten eggs, rotten fish, cigarette smoke) 

decreases smoking, the odours don’t have 

this effect if given when awake.

• There are already apps that play music at 

bedtime, and that record sleep, so 

stimulation to alter dreams during sleep is 

very feasible. 



• See also in 2021 

• https://www.science.org/content/article/are

-advertisers-coming-your-dreams

• 40 dream researchers asked for regulation 

of commercial dream manipulation. 
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• Many of the 40 sleep and dream 

researchers hold that dreams have a 

memory or emotion processing function, 

directing us to explore new possibilities, 

make new connections and filter our 

waking life experiences so that we process 

those that are most important. 

• They warn against hijacking this system. 



Interpreting dreams

• We have looked at benign, beneficial and 

malign influences on dream content. 

• We now look at benign, beneficial and 

malign influences on dream interpretation.  



• Earlier we had a dream interpretation 

event that aimed to be as non-directive as 

possible. 

• Recall the dream, speak of waking life, 

relate the two. It is relatively atheoretical 

and doesn’t aim to prejudge or force 

interpretations. 

• And AI can do this. 







https://journals.ub.uni-

heidelberg.de/index.php/IJoDR/article/view/1

12641/111613
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• But interpretations can be directed, such 

as aiming for a Freudian or Jungian 

interpretation. 



• Fischer, C., & Kächele, H. (2009). 

Comparative analysis of patients' dreams 

in Freudian and Jungian 

treatment. International Journal of 

Psychotherapy, 13(3), 34–40.



• Thirty dreams from each of eight patients—four in 

Freudian therapy and four in Jungian therapy—were 

compared both in terms of kinds of content and in terms 

of changes over time. The patients were matched in 

diagnosis, age, sex, and social background. In the first 

third of the dream series, Freudian patients dreamt more 

“Freud-syndrome” dreams, and Jungian patients dreamt 

more “Jung-syndrome” dreams, producing a significant 

difference. In the last third the difference was no longer 

statistically significant. 

• These findings support the hypotheses that the 

theoretical orientation of the therapist exercises an initial 

influence on the dreams of the patient, and that this 

influence diminishes as the treatment progresses and 

the patient becomes more independent from the 

therapist. 



Could dreams and dream 

interpretation be subject to malign 

influence?  





• https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/
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Could dreams and dream 

interpretation be subject to malign 

influence?  

• Could cult or religious members be 

targeted and be susceptible to changes in 

dream content and directed interpretation? 





• https://www.cultnews101.com/2026/01/soc

ial-media-are-helping-cults-to.html
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/3769617

54_How_Do_They_Control_An_Insight_into_Cult_

Manipulation

• ‘Hypnosis and Trance Hypnosis is defined as a 

changed state of awareness where relaxation is 

furthered to increase concentration. In a cult setting, cult 

leaders use hypnosis to plant ideologies that are 

beneficial to them into members’ consciousness.’ 

• ‘Guided Imagery Guided imagery is the process of not 

thinking but only picturing while listening to a story that 

cult leaders usually tell in a repetitive or rhythmic 

manner.’

• No explicit mention of dreams. But, our job is to imagine 

what could be done. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/376961754_How_Do_They_Control_An_Insight_into_Cult_Manipulation
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/376961754_How_Do_They_Control_An_Insight_into_Cult_Manipulation
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/376961754_How_Do_They_Control_An_Insight_into_Cult_Manipulation


How could dreams be used in a 

malign way?
• Data collection about the life of the person.

• Using interpretation to make suggestions 

about the self and life of the person.

• Using interpretation to validate the 

cult’s/religion’s beliefs and practices.  

• To alter/influence dream content.

• (Offline, bonding with the group, hearing 

the dreams of the leader.) 





Rev Sun Myung Moon





• ‘The spiritual interpretation of dreams is a 

practice that has been common with Moon 

and many of his more “spiritual” followers.’

• ‘During the time I spent doing research at 

Camp K, a Unification workshop in 

California, before breakfast each morning 

we were asked to recount our dreams and 

these were interpreted for us to explain 

what, we were told, was their true 

significance.’

• Barker (2018, p.24)



• Barker, E. (2018). The unification church: 

a kaleidoscopic introduction. Society 

Register, 2(2), 19-62. 

https://doi.org/10.14746/sr.2018.2.2.03

https://doi.org/10.14746/sr.2018.2.2.03
https://doi.org/10.14746/sr.2018.2.2.03


• Literature search, although plausible, there 

is little in the literature on cult use of 

dreams.

• There is a large literature on the history of 

Christian, Jewish, Hindu, and Islamic 

dream interpretation. Even to the extent of 

books about the Talmudic and Kabbalistic 

background to Freud’s theory of dream 

interpretation. 





• https://www.researchgate.net/publication/2

32453220_The_Dream_Will_Tell_Militant_

Muslim_Dreaming_in_the_Context_of_Tra

ditional_and_Contemporary_Islamic_Drea

m_Theory_and_Practice/link/53fda2230cf

2364ccc08e2a2/download

• https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10

.1037%2F1053-0797.14.1.21
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• Mullah Omar founded the Taliban 

movement in Afghanistan in 1994 

following a dream.

• 9th November 2001 interview with Osama 

bin Laden who spoke of a follower 

dreaming of Al-Qaeda members becoming 

pilots. Bin Laden was concerned that the 

9/11 plot could have been known about 

through dreams.

• (Iain Edgar also explains the importance 

given to dreams within the very spiritual 

tradition of Sufism.) 



Richard Reid, ‘the shoe bomber’

• ‘Reid described a dream in which he was 

waiting for a lift but when a truck arrived, it 

was already full, and he had to wait for a 

smaller car.’ 

• He wrote ‘that the truck was a symbol that 

he had not been with the hijackers who 

destroyed the World Trade Centre.’

• The Times, 30th Jan, 2003



• https://www.thetimes.com/travel/advice/sh

oe-bomber-likely-to-be-jailed-for-life-

lsr5bm9n2nh?msockid=137b9c26b49b6d6

6076f8a52b5c56ce2
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• What if apps or AI could be used to guide 

people away from mainstream religious 

content and interpretations towards more 

militant or cult content and interpretations?  



• Aside from the generalised AI mentioned 

above, there are now dedicated dream 

interpretation apps. 





• https://usechitta.com/articles/best-dream-

interpretation-apps
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• Decode your dream

• Dreamly

• Chitta

• DreamApp

• DreamBot

• Oniri

• ………..



• Christian

Dreamnl

Dream Interpretation

Christian Dream Interpretation

• Islamic

Ahlami

Muslim Dream / Dream Insight

My Islamic Dream

Manami



Cybersecurity 

• Could apps be created that aim to change 

dream content and elicit interpretations 

that promote membership, donations, 

hate, criminality, or even terrorism?



Thank you!

• m.t.blagrove@swansea.ac.uk

• @mark_blagrove

• @DreamsID

• DreamsID.com
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