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DREAMS AND HEALING CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

Dreams, as messengers of the unconscious, inevitably point out not only brokenness in body and spirit, but also the soul’s resilience, and what the dreamer needs so she can learn again (or for the first time) to see the beauty in her femininity, and cherish her own nature, to free her own deepest knowing and intuition, the little voice that was buried under the rubble of the abuse, the threats and the terror. It can be long and hard work to identify, and differentiate out of the deafening chorus of inner voices of the individual soul’s own precious melody. 

For clients who have survived childhood sexual violence, their body may have become an “enemy”, especially if secrecy, silence, self-blame, guilt and shame surround the abuse in the woman’s psyche. Her own body is perceived as a shipwreck, soiled, rotten, eroded, and most poignantly, as a betrayer. It is as if your own body has let you down, has hurt you so badly, you’ll never be able to trust it again…. as if it has become a dissociated thing that at best should be ignored and neglected, at worst even punished or mistreated for what IT has “done” to you.

Working with dreams is one of the ways for us as therapists and support workers to help the traumatized girl or woman to gradually reclaim her personhood, her body in its sacred aliveness, and rebuild an inner alliance to heal the estrangement or even hate of her own flesh and soul. 

The dreams’ imagery carries both the wound, as well as the potential for healing and self care. Images of unspeakable terror and wounding speak for themselves, they need not be interpreted, only be heard and seen, the dreamer mirrored by the therapist and held safe in the sacred container of the therapy that is strong enough to hear and bear all. Together with the therapist as witness and ally, the dream holds the dreamer together during the excruciating journey of recalling and recovery.

When we work with our clients’ dreams, identifying feeling tones is more important than interpreting dream contents. Images may be charged with feeling responses, or described as numb or with no feeling at all. They may concentrate around one or a mix of many feelings, such as anger, rage, anguish, fear, anxiety, shame, terror, horror, sadness, helplessness etc. We want to look for dominant or more readily accessible feelings and those that are hidden, repressed, denied, and not admissible to the dreamer. What are the ‘controlling’ images in the dreams, what or who is being controlled and constricted, we wonder, and explore.

Some common images occurring in dreams of survivors are images of

· A young girl tossed in the garbage can, or on a dung heap 

· Tortured kittens, torn apart by ravenous dogs or wolves

· (Young) animals sacrificed/tossed away….

· Rejected or entombed bodies or body parts

· Fragmented body parts

· Animals or body parts that are deep frozen (f.i. in the freezer of an offender, or outside, in frozen ponds)

· Rotting meat

· Jailed or chained people or animals

· Body-less heads

· War zones; ducking from fighter jets and pointed weapons

· Bleeding roots, or trees which have lost all or most of their leaves,

· Vampires

· Empty rooms with no windows and doors 

Sometimes, when a girl or woman is not ready to reveal her feelings and difficult behaviors to the therapist, her dream language may be giving away material that is otherwise censured from consciousness as too shameful to put into words. Her dreams may lead to the therapist’s questions about current abuse or self-harming compulsions. Such dreams may show obvious or hidden images of disturbing sexual content, self-sabotaging patterns, perpetrator-victim pairings, and images pointing toward fight, flight, or freeze strategies of coping with trauma. It is always important that we check in with the client about what is going on in the present time, before treating the dream as metaphor or memory, rather than actual warning signals. 

Death images in dreams can point toward new life and what may need to symbolically die (i.e. be let go of) to allow for new growth and consciousness in the dreamer. If however they seem to point to a ‘death wish’ as we tend to observe in addictions, anorexia or other self-harming behaviors, we need to first help the client talk about possible suicidal ideation and fantasies. 

Sometimes, painting or Sandplay may be non-verbal tools through which to express her unspeakable story while a girl or adult woman is not yet ready to articulate in words, or even dreams what has happened to her. As therapists, we witness, contain and wait for the affect in what has been created in the treatment room. We mirror the client and stay fully present, without interpreting what she has created. This is another way to be present with the client’s inner world, and expressions from her subconscious. 

Depending on what WE are comfortable with, we can offer our clients different roadways of telling the story in image and in play. Solidly standing by and taking the story seriously can help the client to gradually accept her psyche’s imagery and efforts to heal. Drawing, painting, gesturing or Sandplay may to some clients feel less threatening than words, for others it may be the exact opposite. 

A woman’s highly developed intellect, for example, may have helped her to analyze, rationalize, strategize, and guard her heart, as a result of childhood sexual abuse, and through post traumatic stress. While this woman may unconsciously continue to harbor guilt, shame or depression, her driven-ness may serve to defend against breakdown. She is intent on using her intellect to favor insight and avoid feelings. Her resoluteness, perfectionism and self-criticism (these often go together) compensate for vulnerability, and keep at bay overwhelming feelings and memories. Having learned that being soft and vulnerable hurts too much, she may dismiss any part of herself that is not identifiable as rational, successful and hard working… which may include how she views her own dreams if she remembers them. However, over time, she may become curious about them and begin to entrust them into the therapist’s care. Having been seen and respected for her insights and hard work of intellect, the client may eventually stop belittling her dreams and feelings, and gradually embrace them as inner “friends” and belonging to her - as nurturing her soul. In the mean time, the therapist may hold them in the ‘safety box’ of her or his own awareness. 

Dreams and sleeping consciousness will often be ahead of a person’s waking consciousness, guiding therapist and dreamer in the slow process of healing and overcoming the challenges along the way.

One of our tasks as therapists is to HOLD the tension, and wait, rather than give in to the temptation to interpret, or ask questions that probe beyond the dreamer’s own readiness.

Another one of our tasks may be to help our clients differentiate “instinct” from intuition and healthy reactions in relation to themselves and others. “Instinctive” automatic survival reactions from the past may no longer be appropriate in the present, in fact might hold a woman back from personal growth. Dream work and guided, Active Imagination (which, through intentionality, is different from dissociating or fantasizing) can help the client get in touch with her own deep, natural intuition, reconnect her with her healthy instincts and her ability to say “no” when she means “no”. 

However tentative or tiny they may be, any dream images portraying  ‘wholeness’ are letting us know of life energy and feminine, creative wisdom that is intact and innate, and therefore ‘medicine’ from her Self to her self: a ray of light, colors perhaps, a blade of grass or flowers, a newborn kitten or baby. We want to emphasize the fact that the body was born to LIVE, that it is not natural to be abused and to have to harbor terrible secrets. Psychotherapy and dream work in the recovery process constitute both healing, as well as education.

We want to help the dreamer to find and recognize her own inner voice, from among the voices of shaming, contempt, self-criticism, cynicism and disbelief that could represent an individual abuser, or even a whole culture and dominant, collective values or authorities. Where the Feminine has been put down for centuries, the collective voice has lodged itself inside the assaulted woman’s skin, perhaps even before she was born, as if it were her own! It takes individual, as well as communal diligence and commitment (like the kind that the Sweetwater Foundation offers) to encourage the emergence of a healthy, creative and supportive spirit in place of the old, oppressive  “authorities”. 

Finally, the Deep Feminine, the love, trust and respect of body and soul, has to be anchored and firmly grounded in us as therapists and support workers so that the therapeutic container is strong enough to hold the client’s anguish, deal with projections and allow consciousness of our own feeling responses as we witness the unfolding of our clients’ stories. One of the ways in which we can keep our own body-soul nurtured is to work with our own dreams and their emerging motifs. As we keep an eye on our own shadow material, we also assist our clients in shedding light on their potential for putting broken pieces back together, and feed hope, strength and self respect.

As Jungian analyst Marion Woodman says: the Shadow (those parts in ourselves we don’t easily see or accept as belonging to us) carries huge energy, negative as well as positive energy: when it’s released into consciousness and conscious communication, it opens choices where we thought we didn’t have any! It is then free to turn into creative energy, and help guide the transformational process from dark to light! 
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