LIFESTYLE

Neuro-linguistic Dreaming
(or “Learning the Language of the Unconscious”)
Dreams are the
playground of the unconscious mind.
Stories and art give us tantalising glimpses
of the unconscious realm; dreams give us full,
associated immersion. If you want to learn more
about how the unconscious mind works (and
plays) where better to do it than the
unconscious’ own home.
By Joe Cheal

T

here are probably as many
belief systems about dreams as
there are languages in the world.
Each culture has its own perspective on
what dreams are and what they are about.
It would seem that there is a generalised
agreement that dreams come from or via the
unconscious (or subconscious) mind. Perhaps
they may channel some higher connectedness
or some deeper consciousness. Or perhaps
they may be simply a result of the brain
working and sorting through data from short
term to long term memory.
According to Carl Jung, dreams are
a way for the unconscious mind to
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communicate with us. Perhaps by paying
attention to how dreams are coded, we can
learn something about the natural language
of the unconscious. But how does this
knowledge benefit us? Ericksonian hypnosis
and much of NLP is founded on the notion
of communicating with the unconscious
mind. We have a choice of trying to make
the unconscious mind respond to our native
language or learning to speak the unconscious
language directly. Have you ever found
yourself in a place where they do not speak
your native tongue? Is it not more rewarding
and effective to learn their language rather
than expecting them to speak yours? We
talk about building rapport with the
unconscious mind, so isn’t that easier if
we speak its language?
As well as leading to further discoveries
about how we might communicate with
the unconscious in its own domain, dreamworld exploration offers us a fascinating and
revealing journey as we delve deeper beneath
the surface of the dreaming mind.
Surface Structure and Deep Structure
To set the scene, NLP borrows the concept
of surface structure and deep structure from
Alfred Korsybski. Surface structure is the

language we use to describe what we mean.
Deep structure is what we actually mean.
This is emphasised in the expression ‘the
map is not the territory’. A description
of something is not the thing itself. When
someone presents a problem to us in NLP we
utilise the metamodel to go beneath surface
structure and further into deep structure.
This is done to move people beyond their
distortions, generalisations and deletions to
a clearer idea of what the reality of their
problem actually is.
Sigmund Freud, a pioneer of modern
dream research made a distinction between
what he called manifest content and latent
content. The manifest is how the dream
presents itself and the latent is what the
dream actually means. Whilst this is not
necessarily a widely held view amongst
dream theorists we could draw an analogy
with Korsybski’s model where deep structure
is like latent meaning, and surface structure is
like the manifest.
In both dream exploration and in NLP
we talk about metaphor. This is an all
encompassing term to include all sorts of
symbolism, imagery, analogy, simile etc.
If the surface structure language of the
conscious mind is words, the surface
structure language of the unconscious would
be metaphor.
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The NLP-Dreaming Connection
Richard Bandler and John Grinder created
NLP initially from the works of Fritz Perls,
Virginia Satir and Milton Erickson. Fritz
Perls was a well known dream theorist who
introduced some excellent ideas about how to
understand the unconscious and hence how to
decode dreams. Milton Erickson, on the other
hand, was utilising the language and processes
of the unconscious to ease people into a
dreamlike state. Let’s explore this further…
Dream Parts
Fritz Perls considered that dreams needed to be
decoded from a holistic perspective. All parts
of the dream are parts of the dreamer. More
specifically, Perls believed that dream parts are
parts of the individual that have been disowned
and projected. Whether he was right about this
or not, the idea that every aspect of a dream
is part of the dreamer is very empowering
(although perhaps a little disturbing at times!)
If each part of the dream is part of the
dreamer, this allows us to explore a dream from
many perceptual positions. A woman once
described a dream in which she was standing in
a kitchen. What else was in the kitchen in the
dream? A fridge, a cooker, a sink… When she
took the position of the cooker she described
her frustration of having to cook all the time,
that she was taken for granted, she was tied to
the kitchen and could never go out. This was a
part of herself that she could identify with but
she hadn’t realised before how angry that part
of her was.
Where there is conflict in dreams, there
is most probably a conflict of parts in the
dreamer. NLP has a range of techniques for
integrating parts, including ‘visual squash’ and
‘six step reframe’. As a practitioner working
with someone’s dreams perhaps we don’t
always need to decode the dream, but simply
resolve the conflict of parts. If the unconscious
mind is ready, it will probably present the
underlying meaning spontaneously.
Utilisation
When exploring the meaning of dreams, it
is useful to understand the process of the
unconscious ‘dream machine’. Not only is a
dream based on our thoughts and emotions
(past and present), it is also based on our
physiology. Have you ever dreamt of trying to
find a toilet and then woken up and realised
that you actually do need to go to the toilet?
Whilst we are dreaming, the dream machine
will also incorporate outside influences (e.g.
sounds) and respond to the reactions of the
dreamer. Simply put, the unconscious mind
will weave whatever it is experiencing into the
dream narrative.

Milton
Erickson, the
master of
unconscious
communication,
worked with the
idea of utilisation.
Whatever he was
presented with,
he would use.
Not only would
he utilise the
client’s language,
metaphors,
behaviours and
beliefs, he would
also utilise visuals,
sounds and
sensations in the
environment. He
might utilise a bird
singing outside
by saying: “and
as you hear the distant bird calling… you to…
go deeper and deeper into your experience…
now.”Not only would Erickson use the
language of the unconscious, i.e. metaphor,
he would also use the process by which the
unconscious mind works.

If each part of the dream is part
of the dreamer, this allows us
to explore a dream from many
perceptual positions

Language Play
The unconscious seems to delight in word
play, as if it is creating metaphor out of
the conscious mind’s learnt language. NLP
practitioners are usually taught about the
Milton model, including ‘phonological
ambiguities’. These are the puns and ‘double
entendres’ that are also the stuff of dreams.
A person will often be swapped in a dream
for someone else with the same name. This
can create some interesting scenarios for the
dreamer to deal with. I remember one dream
where I fell asleep on a rooftop with a friend
called Lucy. I later realised that the day before,
I had been watching a TV programme where
the father of a girl (called Lucy) was angry
because she had spent a ‘night on the tiles’. For
some reason, my unconscious decided, in its
own way, to join her. In another dream I was in
an ally wondering what was through the other
side of a gate. It was an alligator! Only upon
retelling the dream later did I get the pun.
As well as the sounds of words, the
unconscious seems to like playing with the
order of letters in words. The night before
we ran our first Practitioner course, my wife
Melody dreamt that an NLP Master Trainer
was coming to observe the course. This was an
understandable connection. However, there
was great emphasis on the fact that he was
coming by plane and we would have to pick

him up on the morning of the course.
Beyond some more obvious metaphors,
the ‘plane’ carried a particularly interesting
pattern. Look at the letters in PLaNe.
Look back along the letters without the
vowels… do they mean anything to you?
Coincidence maybe, but write down
enough of your dreams and you will
discover more about the playful nature of
the unconscious mind.
If dreams are the playground of the
unconscious mind… play on!
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Living Through Paradox
By Joe Cheal
Have you ever been caught between a rock and hard place? Have you felt that
you were damned if you did and damned if you didn’t? Have you ever found
yourself going round in circles? Have you ever ended up with the opposite to
what you actually intended?

elcome to the weird and wonderful
world of Paradox!
For many people, the word
‘paradox’ conjures up the kind of philosophical
puzzles and linguistic playthings that make
one’s head spin. Paradox can be confusing and
contradictory and yet very simple, for example:

W

Don’t read this sentence.
In order to know what the sentence says, you
have to read it, and then you find out that you
are being told not to read it. Consider the road
sign that reads: “This sign is not in use”. What
are we meant to make of that?
Beyond the curiosities of philosophical
paradox there is something more significant
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that tends to affect each of us through life. We
journey now to the realm of ‘social paradoxes’
and for many, these paradoxes are not at all
amusing. Consider the person who doesn’t like
their job but won’t leave in case they cannot
find employment elsewhere. What about
the husband or wife who stays in a less than
pleasant relationship because they hope each
day that their partner will be nicer. How about
the divorced parents who both insist on trying
to get their child to take sides?
When it comes to everyday life, we have a
rather rich vocabulary to describe these ‘social
paradoxes’. We have words like: dilemmas,
quandaries, double binds, contradictions,
tensions, competing demands, conflicting
priorities, mixed messages, incongruities, polar

opposites, vicious circles and interpersonal
conflicts to name but a few.
Our metaphors can also be a sign of
paradox. Better the devil you know than the
devil you don’t, bone of contention, catch
22, between the devil and deep blue sea, out
of the frying pan and into the fire, double
edged sword, on different wavelengths and at
loggerheads. Do any of these sound familiar?
But is paradox always negative? This is
obviously an important question. One of
the presuppositions of NLP is that every
behaviour has a context in which is useful.
Surely paradox can be useful too? Of course,
we have ‘win/win’ which is a positive double
bind and we have ‘virtuous circles’ which
are constructive rather than destructive. The
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thing to be careful of is that paradox, by its very
nature, tends to limit options. A virtuous circle
may be a positive merry-go-round but it is only
truly helpful if we have the freedom to get off.
The ecology (i.e. the thing to remember) here is
that a paradox can be positive but it must have
an exit route, otherwise it becomes another trap
of limitations.
Moving through paradox
The first step in resolving a paradox is to
understand it. Most paradoxes start with
the polarity of an either/or; for example, to
change career or to stay where I am. If you are
unsure what the two opposing sides of your
own polarities are, ask yourself: “What is this
a tension between and how are those things
different?”
If you hear someone say: “It’s the gym or
the sofa”, the word ‘or’ is the split point. If
they say: “I ought to go to the gym but the sofa
looks appealing”, the word ‘but’ indicates the
two sides of the paradox. People will often use
a different voice tonality and body language
when talking about the two sides.
Without identifying the two sides and
resolving the paradox as a whole, we will tend
to try and solve one side or the other. The
problem with paradox is that when we try and
resolve it this way, it will loop and flip and split
and bring us back to where we started.
The second step in resolving paradox is
deciding what to do with it. Some paradoxes
can be resolved by making a decision. For
example, faced with two job opportunities
you might choose one over the other because
although it pays a little less, it is more local.
However, other paradoxes may prove less easy
to resolve by decision making and it may be
that there is another solution that you hadn’t
yet considered.
Using the dilemma of ‘change career or
stay where I am’, here are two techniques that
might help you in exploring and resolving your
own paradoxes.
1)The Continuum
When someone gets themselves caught in
‘either/or’ they tend to see themselves limited
to two options:
Change
Career

Stay
Where
I Am

By using the idea of the Continuum we
allow for a range of possibilities in between
the ‘either/or’, by changing it to ‘from/to’.
This means rather than seeing the problem in
terms of ‘black or white’ we can explore the
grey areas in between. Write your own paradox

Have you ever been caught between a
rock and hard place?
down as above, placing each side in a circle
some distance apart. Now draw a solid line
from one to the other.
Stay
Where
I Am

Change
Career

What does this immediately give you? What
connections does this make? What other
options are available to you now? How might it
be for you that the two sides are interconnected
and part of a greater whole?
Change
Career

Phased change?
Part time?

Stay
Where
I Am

What of the ‘change career/stay where I am’
continuum? What ideas does this stimulate?
Could it be a phased change, using the job I’m
doing now to get training for my new career?
Could I stay where I am part time while
establishing my new career?
2) The Synthesis.
Another way of shifting beyond ‘either/or’ is
to use ‘both/and’. The idea of the Synthesis
approach is where we take a ‘thesis’ and its
‘antithesis’ (opposite) and transcend both to
create a third way. Where the Continuum is
one dimensional, the Synthesis creates a second
dimension, allowing for even more possibilities.

Change
Career

(CONTINUUM)

Stay
Where
I Am

There are many ways of creating the
Synthesis and in NLP of course, we have the
visual squash (a technique for creating a third
option that meets the positive intentions of
both sides). An alternative is to get a blank
piece of paper and answer the following
question for each side of the dilemma, writing
the answers randomly around on the paper:

Variety

Re-invigoration

Independence

Teamworking
Security

Friendships

Good Atmosphere
Creative Problem Solving
New Challenges

Easy Journey

“What would I gain from this option?”
By answering the question for both sides,
you are capturing the full set of positive
intentions. By intermingling the answers, you
are leading to a synthesis. What alternatives
does this give you? What other options are
available to you now? What third solution
might meet the positive intentions?
If necessary, score each of the positive
intentions on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is
less important and 5 is most important.
Then look at your 4s and 5s to generate
a third way.
And what about our original example,
how might I stay where I am and change my
career? Might there be other opportunities in
the same company I work for?
The important thing to remember is that
these ‘paradox management’ techniques
are designed to stimulate more options,
rather than solve the problem for you. They
are the ‘strike pad’ for your match… to
ignite innovation.
If a problem won’t go away, it is likely
to have a paradox underlying it. By
understanding the nature of social
paradox and methods of resolving it, we
can clean up some of the most stubborn
of issues.
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The Infinity Point
Adventures into the Void

By Joe and Melody Cheal
If the doors of perception were cleansed,
everything would appear to mankind as
it is, infinite –
William Blake
Infinity and nothingness
The concept of infinity is a fun thing to
play with. It soon begins to baffle the
mind with its unlimited, unrelenting
hugeness! Consider this... If an infinite
amount of chimpanzees are each given
a typewriter, some chimpanzees will
immediately set about writing the works
of Shakespeare. When an infinite amount
of chimpanzees are typing away, whilst
some are working on Shakespeare, others
will be typing a critique of the works of
Shakespeare. Others will be typing the
theory of relativity. Indeed, chimpanzees
will immediately be typing up every single
written work from the beginning to the end
of time… In fact, an infinite amount of the
chimpanzees will immediately set about
writing the works of Shakespeare. Further
still, every single written piece of work will
be typed up an infinite amount of times. In
addition, there will be every conceivable
combination of ‘mistakes’, from a single
letter out of place in a piece of work to
complete gobbledegook. And probably
some other stuff too…such is the nature
of infinity.
If this boggles your mind, welcome to
the realm of the infinite! Why is infinity of
interest to us? Have you ever lost yourself
for a bit, perhaps within a daydream and
then returned with a new idea or a solution
to a problem? If so, you have been into (and
come back from) what Fritz Perls called
‘the fertile void’. Going into the void means
stepping off your map of the world for a
while...going beyond the ‘known’. Julie
Silverthorn and John Overdurf explain
that when you go into the void, you get
resources and then land back in a different
part of your map. This allows you to take a
trip beyond and outside a problem state to
a more resourceful place. The ‘adventure
into the void’ is nothing new of course;
24 ] Autumn 2012 - RAPPORT

The Infinity
Point is that place
where we are in
the void (de-void
of ego perhaps)
and where we may
lose our sense of
embodiment and
gain a sense of
connectedness
beyond ourselves
shamans and yogis have been exploring
such places for millennia.
Infinity is the cousin of zero. Indeed, in
the paradox of nothing lay the seeds of the
infinite. If you do not believe us, try dividing
any number by zero and you will see! The
void is often associated with ‘nothingness’
which in itself brings together both zero
and the infinite. We believe that within
these concepts lay two highly valuable and
yet polar meta-states...the Infinity Point
and the Zero Point. The Infinity Point is that
place where we are in the void (de-void of
ego perhaps) and where we may lose our
sense of embodiment and gain a sense
of connectedness beyond ourselves. This
would tally with what Robert Dilts has
previously called the ‘infinity perceptual
position’. The Zero Point is the antithesis,
the focused point of being completely
present, in the here and now, free of
internal dialogue and temporal thinking.
When we bring ourselves back to our Zero
Point, we ‘stop the world’ (in the words
of Carlos Castaneda) and focus on what
Eckhart Tolle calls the ‘power of now’. This
article is primarily about one of the cousins
of the void...the Infinity Point.
The ecology of the void
Some people we have worked with have

expressed initial concerns about the
concept of the void. In some ways, this is
not surprising since Western Culture has
had a history of shunning the concept of
both zero and infinity. Medieval Western
scholars branded the void as ‘evil’ with the
following argument…God is omnipotent,
there is nothing God cannot do, God is
the ultimate goodness and cannot do
evil, and therefore evil equals nothing.
It was not until the 16th century that the
concept of zero, void and vacuum was
not considered heresy. Western beliefs
held mathematics and science back
while the Orient blazed ahead! We have
been taught in our language to avoid the
void, in case we experience annihilation
(from the Latin ‘towards nothingness’)
because this would be abysmal (from the
Latin and Greek for ‘deep, bottomless’).
It is fascinating (to us) that the abyss has
taken on such an ‘evil’ connotation when
it simply means profound, immeasurable
and unfathomable. What a shame that the
Western world has historically associated
the concept of the void with less than
positive meanings. Time to claim back the
resources of the unfathomable!
Of course, there will be contexts
under which explorations of the void
may not be ecological and these are the
same situations where hypnosis (and
perhaps NLP ‘inner work’ in general) is
inappropriate. There are no doubt certain
medical conditions and psychological
health issues that would require expert
advice. Since it would be fair to say that a
journey into the void is akin to hypnosis
or meditation, the same rules would apply
when it comes to working with people.
Obviously this is another article unto itself
and outside the scope of what we are
covering here.
The void in metaphor
Our stories, myths and legends are full
of adventures into the void. Joseph
Campbell wrote of a stage in the ‘Hero’s
Journey’ which he called the ‘Belly of
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the Whale’ which is the journey into the
unknown. He references Jonah being
swallowed by a whale (and, of course, we
could also reference Pinocchio here too!)
and the ‘resurrection’ afterwards. The
resurrection story might also be considered
a metaphorical journey into and back from
the void. The journey into the void might
also be represented as being ‘swallowed
by the dragon’, the dragon being a term
we use for our challenges, problems and
issues. Our favourite story of a journey into
the void is from The Lord of the Rings where
Gandalf falls into the abyss with the Balrog
(a demon) and emerges later wiser and
more powerful.
All of these stories tell of a hero going
into the void and emerging with greater
resources, be it power, wisdom, serenity,
confidence or compassion. This captures
the spirit of adventures into the void...
to return better, greater, developed and
improved in some way.
Gateways to the void
How might you enter the void? Aside from
the occasional period of daydreaming,
meditation is a gentle way of working
in and around the void. If you have ever
meditated and ‘lost’ a period of time then
you may have experienced ‘the Gap’.
Whilst this may not happen every time you
meditate, if you allow yourself to ponder
an issue or hold a question in mind and
then let it go whilst letting yourself follow
your breathing...who knows where you
For further reading and exploration:
. Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces.
. L. Michael Hall, Dragon Slaying: dragons into princes.
. John Overdurf and Julie Silverthorn, ‘Beyond Words’, audio.
. Eckhart Tolle, The Power of Now.
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To step off our
maps from time to
time is a wonderful
way to develop new
resources, to get
creative, to solve
problems and to
grow as a human
being
may wander. And, of course, as Milton
Erickson was fond of saying as he took
people into a guided journey into the
void via trance... ‘And whilst who knows
where you may...that’s right...you know
where...no-where is...do you not...’
There are other models and concepts
you might wish to explore. Negation
appears to have an interesting affect on
the brain: ‘when wouldn’t you not think
that not considering language patterns
wouldn’t have an impact, doesn’t it?’
Negation is also known as the ‘inverse’
(what would happen if you did not?) and
‘converse’ (what would not happen if
you did?) in the Cartesian Co-ordinates
model (usually taught on NLP Master
Practitioner and introduced to NLP by
Tad James as far as we can make out).
And if you were to explore the fourth
question of the Cartesian Co-ordinates

(known as the ‘non-mirror image reverse’)
you might wonder what would not
happen if you did not go into the void...
now and again.
If language patterns fascinate you,
we would also highly recommend John
Overdurf and Julie Silverthorn’s ‘Beyond
Words’...an audio recording of a workshop
dedicated to the void! When we thought
we knew NLP well, this recording blew
us away...into the void many times and
back again!
Beyond the void
This article was designed to be a taster...a
thought provoker...an introduction to the
‘fertile void’. To step off our maps from
time to time is a wonderful way to develop
new resources, to get creative, to solve
problems and to grow as a human being. If
our map becomes stuck, we become stuck.
Ecologically embrace uncharted territories
and enjoy the surprises and the inspiration.
By the way, it took us almost an infinite
amount of time to find the chimpanzee
that wrote this article for us. We would like
to thank that infinite monkey!
Where there is the infinite, there is joy –
The Chandogya Upanishad
If you would like to explore infinity’s cousin
and develop your understanding of the
Zero Point, come and see us at the 2012
NLP Conference in London where we will
be delivering this as a workshop.
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