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Introduction

In his book Dreaming Souls (2000), Owen Flanagan weawes philosophy and
science together to creak a cohedve package of dream theary. This is hardy surprising
as his interdsciplinary work has bridged philosophy, psychology and neurobiology. In
Dreaming Souls, he spends a fair amaunt of time bringing together the various ard
sundry philosophical quedions raised by mary of our great Wedern thinkers from the
ace old quedioning of the realty of consciousness, to more current inquiriesconcernng
whether dreamsactually occur while a person is adeep. He leavesreaderswith a deeger
underganding of philosophical problemsin relation to dreams However, there appearsto
be a schism in histhearizing and goals. The division clearly ariseswhen he addressesthe
evolutionary purpose of dreamng. His reliance on Stephan J GouldOsdeasof spandrels
asanexplaration of why we dream breaks his orderly and logical fl ow.

The meat of FlanaganOsargumert is sandwiched betweenthe begnning ard the
end of amoralistic and spiritual philosophical debate. His discussions cover afair amaunt
of historical work from Plato to Freud. He toucheson various contemporary issues such
as the functional views of both dreaming and sleep His focus is on setting up his
argumert using a philosophical, insteadof a sciertific, framework. Flanagan puts forth a
point and then steps through it with care and logic. He does not teg hypothess but
insteadteds the logic that underliesexisting hypothess.

While he sperds much of the book discussing the science behind dreaming ard
deepit is hardy informaive to a well-readsciertific awlience. Flanagan aks: OVhat is
seepfor?Q(p. 84). He argues quite effecively, that sleepis anadaptation. It providesus
with atimeto reg ard it is atime when certain hormone levels arereperished SleepOs
accanplishing the tasks of rerewal, redoration, and rejuvenation that [the] body
requiresD(p.85). In summing up this chapter, Flanagan asserts two well-known theories
of the function of REM sleep memay and learring. Specffically he referercesthe theary
that REM sleepis atimewhenthe brain is washed with chemicals whose purposesareto
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set long-term memoriesand to prune unnecesary tidbits so asto conserve space.In the
next chapter he clarifiesthat REM sleep and not dreaming is adaptive.

Thee theaies ard data lead into the brunt of this complaint: FlaraganOs
argumert that dreams are spandrels. Dreaming, broady construed, is pleiotropic, an
auomaic sequela, a spardrelO(p. 170). By spandrel, Flanagan is seemigly refering to
one of two definitions Gould (1991) hasgivento spandrels. the useless side-effect, or by-
product, of anadaptive function. Flanagan hasdone a wonderful job of detailing just why
sleepng is adapive. However, closing the cas for dreaming with such an eay out is
presumptive. Dreans have clearly perpgexed humars aslong asthey have been alde to
write about them, and probably long before that. For the pag 100,000 yearsor so,
humars have beentalking about their night visions. Flanaganis correct on a number of
points though. O@e should never imply that an effectis a function unless he can show
that it is produced by desgn and not happerstanceO(Williams 1966, p. 261). Flanagan
lears on Robert BrandonOswork to define an adaptation: Evidernce that selecion has
occuredE; (2) an ecdogical explaration of the fact that some types are better adapted
than others (3) evidencethat the traits in quedion areheritale; (4) informaton about the
population structure from both a geretic and selective point of viewE; (5) phylogeretic
informaion concerning what hasevolved from whatE( pp. 113-114).

Flanagan concisely points out that dreamsdo not stard up fully to any of these
criteria. This is the big problemwith dreamresearch. Pegole camot put their hands on it.
They camot rely on dream$ So what is the scientist to do? Walking away from the
problem, washing our hands of it, so to speak seemsthe most eronecus of all
possibilities While it is easly ageeabe that there are mary by-products of adaptations
(eg. the caor of blood, bonesard the old belly button), the logical answer to aninahility
to undergand a phenomeron in whole is not a good rea®n to throw the baby out with the
bath water. Dreams are important to humars. Mere by-products do not incite our interes
and gererae folk-psychology the way dreans seem to. Humans talk about them,
daydream about them, think about them, fee! them. Rarely, if ever, doessomeme have a
similar urge to have passionate discussions about the depth of their belly button and what
it says about their charecter. It would be a downright challenge to find anyone who does

This is a cal for more reeach. As Flanagan ackiowledges there are
phylogeretic differencesin dreaming. Thereis evidence of both paralel arnd convergent
evolution of dreamng. The intra and inter speciesarms racedrivesus forward Mammals
dream Same creaures do not sleepat all. Same only sleepin Non-REM sleep Why?
Humars talk about dreams reqularly. Pegle write whole books on them and sperd
countless hours writing regonses to thes books! It is human to cling to the old
interpretations of dreams Why care? What is so intereding about them? Sciertists must
avoid Parglossian storytelling, but dreams such a large human interes, needto be
explained This camot be done by looking at modern people and interpreting the
importance of dreamsbased on everyday going-ons. Insteadthe focus should be on the
ervironmert of ewolutionary adaptation (EEA). As Buss ard collegues (1998) state,
O@viously, a characteristic camot be explained by currert fitness-erharncing properties
that camealbout after the characteristic already existedO(p. 540). Until thereis a way to
clearly ard distinctly predict whenand what specieswill dream,how they will dream ard
what they will dream about, we camot close the blinds on dreaming.

As Flamagan points out, REM dreams have arisen convergertly in separate
species (i.e. in avians ard in mammals). This is a good indicaion pointing towards an
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adaptive explaration. Thereis an asof yet, unidentified adaptive problem that is being
solved by reinverting the same mecharism in separate species And the cost of the
mechanism is potertially metabolically cumbersome. Due to the nature of this endeavor,
this is not the placeto delve into the specific details of cross-cultural dreamng and
historical recads of dreaming. Anecdbtally, humars spend a fair amaunt of time writing
about dreamsard dreaming, sharing dreams with others worrying about them ard
thinking about them too. Historically, dreams have been importart emough to be
mertioned in mary religious texts and have modified the structure of whole religious
cultures This is costly. WouldnOthumars be better off spending time worrying about
actual social interactons and physical threat then dreant ones? If amectanismis costly,
thenwhereis the payoff that makesup for it?

FlaragarOsreviews of the adaptive thearies of dreams all leantowards a by-
product explaration. Beyond these reviews, there are a few excegions to this gereral
tendercy in thearizing, but thereis one that is very notatle. While there has beenlittle
resarch on the evolution of dreaming, Rewvonsuo (2000) is one the few who has delved
into the subject He rejects FlaraganOgpremise that thereis no function to dreaming ard
posits Ohat dream consciousness is essertially a mectanism for simulating threat
perceftion and rehearsng threatavoidance regponses and behaviors.ORewvonsuo further
concludes

All in all, there are previous thearies on the evolutionary function of
dreamng, but although mary of them contain valuabeinsights and seeds
of the present proposal, none of them hasconsideredthe humanancegral
environmert asthe proper context of the dreaming brain. Neither have
they taken into accant, within one unifying theay, the content of
normal dreams recurrert dreams, nightmares childrenOsdreams, post-
traumatic dreams, the dreams of hunter-gatherer populations, ard the
dreamsof nonhumanmammals (Rewvonsuo, 2000, p. 897).

RewnsuoOsargumert for a unifying theory canbe wholehearedy emtraced but
perhaps his focus is too specffic. | put anadded element to his theary: dreamsare part of
an ongoing and complex social mechanism. Dreaming is about social interections.
Rewonsuo still hasa very valid point that dreamsdeal with threatnng situatons. They
also deal with social interactons that are non-threatnng if handled correcty, but could
became threatening if the individual did not properly handle the given situation. Perlaps
dreamsare a tool dedgned to constartly evaluate and reewaluate an individuals social
standing in asocially safe way; the mindOsiress rehearsal.

Flanagan briefly points out that the suppression of REM sleep helps Omary
depressed patiertsO (p. 125). There have been various evolutionary functions of
depression put forth; one of note posits that depression and sociality aredirecty linked
(Watson and Andrews, 2002). Further reseaich on dreaming should closely examine the
relationship between REM suppression, depression and social problems.

Beyond depession, future resarch should look into both phylogeretic
tenderciestowards dreaming and into correlations of sociality of ataxa and the amount
of time they spend dreaming. While thereis a correlation between predation and time
spert sleepng, is there a correlation between REM and NREM dreans across species
with regard to sociality? Given humars anectbtal propersity to discuss their dreams is
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there any eviderce that we use dreams to acively display mertal health to cohorts and
partners Why do lovers the world over awake in the morning and tell eachother of their
dream® Why do friends discuss themover coffee? Why arehumars so terribly interesed
inthem?

Flanagan has put forth a good start on the adaptive functionality of sleep More
reearch need to be done before we can ertertain either a non- adaptationist or an
adapationist accaunt of the evolution of dreaming.
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