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Introduction 

 
In his book Dreaming Souls (2000), Owen Flanagan weaves philosophy and 

science together to create a cohesive package of dream theory. This is hardly surprising 
as his interdisciplinary work has bridged philosophy, psychology and neurobiology. In 
Dreaming Souls, he spends a fair amount of time bringing together the various and 
sundry philosophical questions raised by many of our great Western thinkers, from the 
age old questioning of the reality of consciousness, to more current inquiries concerning 
whether dreams actually occur while a person is asleep. He leaves readers with a deeper 
understanding of philosophical problems in relation to dreams. However, there appears to 
be a schism in his theorizing and goals. The division clearly arises when he addresses the 
evolutionary purpose of dreaming. His reliance on Stephan J GouldÕs ideas of spandrels 
as an explanation of why we dream breaks his orderly and logical flow. 

The meat of FlanaganÕs argument is sandwiched between the beginning and the 
end of a moralistic and spiritual philosophical debate. His discussions cover a fair amount 
of historical work from Plato to Freud. He touches on various contemporary issues such 
as the functional views of both dreaming and sleep. His focus is on setting up his 
argument using a philosophical, instead of a scientifi c, framework. Flanagan puts forth a 
point and then steps through it with care and logic. He does not test hypothesis but 
instead tests the logic that underlies existing hypothesis.  

While he spends much of the book discussing the science behind dreaming and 
sleep it is hardly informative to a well-read scientifi c audience. Flanagan asks: ÒWhat is 
sleep for?Ó (p. 84). He argues, quite effectively, that sleep is an adaptation. It provides us 
with a time to rest and it is a time when certain hormone levels are replenished. Sleep Òis 
accomplishing the tasks of renewal, restoration, and rejuvenation that [the] body 
requiresÓ (p.85). In summing up this chapter, Flanagan asserts two well-known theories 
of the function of REM sleep: memory and learning. Specifi cally he references the theory 
that REM sleep is a time when the brain is washed with chemicals whose purposes are to 
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set long-term memories and to prune unnecessary tidbits so as to conserve space. In the 
next chapter he clarifi es that REM sleep and not dreaming is adaptive. 

These theories and data lead into the brunt of this complaint: FlanaganÕs 
argument that dreams are spandrels. ÒDreaming, broadly construed, is pleiotropic, an 
automatic sequela, a spandrelÓ (p. 170). By spandrel, Flanagan is seemingly referring to 
one of two definitions Gould (1991) has given to spandrels: the useless side-effect, or by-
product, of an adaptive function. Flanagan has done a wonderful job of detailing just why 
sleeping is adaptive. However, closing the case for dreaming with such an easy out is 
presumptive. Dreams have clearly perplexed humans as long as they have been able to 
write about them, and probably long before that. For the past 100,000 years or so, 
humans have been talking about their night visions. Flanagan is correct on a number of 
points though. ÒOne should never imply that an effect is a function unless he can show 
that it is produced by design and not happenstanceÓ (Williams, 1966, p. 261). Flanagan 
leans on Robert BrandonÕs work to define an adaptation: Evidence that selection has 
occurredÉ;  (2) an ecological explanation of the fact that some types are better adapted 
than others; (3) evidence that the traits in question are heritable; (4) information about the 
population structure from both a genetic and selective point of viewÉ;  (5) phylogenetic 
information concerning what has evolved from whatÉ( pp. 113-114). 

Flanagan concisely points out that dreams do not stand up fully to any of these 
criteria. This is the big problem with dream research. People cannot put their hands on it. 
They cannot rely on dreams! So what is the scientist to do? Walking away from the 
problem, washing our hands of it, so to speak, seems the most erroneous of all 
possibilities. While it is easily agreeable that there are many by-products of adaptations 
(e.g. the color of blood, bones and the old belly button), the logical answer to an inability 
to understand a phenomenon in whole is not a good reason to throw the baby out with the 
bath water. Dreams are important to humans. Mere by-products do not incite our interest 
and generate folk-psychology the way dreams seem to. Humans talk about them, 
daydream about them, think about them, feel them. Rarely, if ever, does someone have a 
similar urge to have passionate discussions about the depth of their belly button and what 
it says about their character. It would be a downright challenge to find anyone who does. 

This is a call for more research. As Flanagan acknowledges, there are 
phylogenetic differences in dreaming. There is evidence of both parallel and convergent 
evolution of dreaming. The intra and inter species arms race drives us forward. Mammals 
dream. Some creatures do not sleep at all. Some only sleep in Non-REM sleep. Why? 
Humans talk about dreams regularly. People write whole books on them and spend 
countless hours writing responses to these books! It is human to cling to the old 
interpretations of dreams. Why care? What is so interesting about them? Scientists must 
avoid Panglossian storytelling, but dreams, such a large human interest, need to be 
explained. This cannot be done by looking at modern people and interpreting the 
importance of dreams based on everyday going-ons. Instead the focus should be on the 
environment of evolutionary adaptation (EEA). As Buss and collegues (1998) state, 
ÒObviously, a characteristic cannot be explained by current fi tness-enhancing properties 
that came about after the characteristic already existedÓ (p. 540). Until there is a way to 
clearly and distinctly predict when and what species will dream, how they will dream and 
what they will dream about, we cannot close the blinds on dreaming.  

As Flanagan points out, REM dreams have arisen convergently in separate 
species (i.e. in avians and in mammals). This is a good indication pointing towards an 
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adaptive explanation. There is an, as of yet, unidentified adaptive problem that is being 
solved by reinventing the same mechanism in separate species: And the cost of the 
mechanism is potentially metabolically cumbersome. Due to the nature of this endeavor, 
this is not the place to delve into the specifi c details of cross-cultural dreaming and 
historical records of dreaming. Anecdotally, humans spend a fair amount of time writing 
about dreams and dreaming, sharing dreams with others, worrying about them and 
thinking about them too. Historically, dreams have been important enough to be 
mentioned in many religious texts and have modified the structure of whole religious 
cultures. This is costly. WouldnÕt humans be better off spending time worrying about 
actual social interactions and physical threats then dreamt ones? If a mechanism is costly, 
then where is the payoff that makes up for it?   

FlanaganÕs reviews of the adaptive theories of dreams all lean towards a by-
product explanation. Beyond these reviews, there are a few exceptions to this general 
tendency in theorizing, but there is one that is very notable. While there has been little 
research on the evolution of dreaming, Revonsuo (2000) is one the few who has delved 
into the subject. He rejects FlanaganÕs premise that there is no function to dreaming and 
posits Òthat dream consciousness is essentially a mechanism for simulating threat 
perception and rehearsing threat-avoidance responses and behaviors.Ó Revonsuo further 
concludes: 

 
All in all, there are previous theories on the evolutionary function of 
dreaming, but although many of them contain valuable insights and seeds 
of the present proposal, none of them has considered the human ancestral 
environment as the proper context of the dreaming brain. Neither have 
they taken into account, within one unifying theory, the content of 
normal dreams, recurrent dreams, nightmares, childrenÕs dreams, post-
traumatic dreams, the dreams of hunter-gatherer populations, and the 
dreams of nonhuman mammals (Revonsuo, 2000, p. 897). 

 
RevonsuoÕs argument for a unifying theory can be wholeheartedly embraced, but 

perhaps his focus is too specifi c. I put an added element to his theory: dreams are part of 
an ongoing and complex social mechanism. Dreaming is about social interactions. 
Revonsuo still has a very valid point that dreams deal with threatening situations. They 
also deal with social interactions that are non-threatening if handled correctly, but could 
become threatening if the individual did not properly handle the given situation. Perhaps 
dreams are a tool designed to constantly evaluate and reevaluate an individuals social 
standing in a socially safe way; the mindÕs dress rehearsal. 

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

Beyond depression, future research should look into both phylogenetic 
tendencies towards dreaming and into correlations of sociality of a taxa and the amount 
of time they spend dreaming. While there is a correlation between predation and time 
spent sleeping, is there a correlation between REM and NREM dreams across species 
with regard to sociality? Given humans anecdotal propensity to discuss their dreams, is 
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there any evidence that we use dreams to actively display mental health to cohorts and 
partners. Why do lovers the world over awake in the morning and tell each other of their 
dreams? Why do friends discuss them over coffee? Why are humans so terribly interested 
in them? 

Flanagan has put forth a good start on the adaptive functionality of sleep. More 
research needs to be done before we can entertain either a non- adaptationist or an 
adaptationist account of the evolution of dreaming.   
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