Analysis: Freudian symbolism

Remember, in psychodynamic psychology everything has a meaning related to the workings of the unconscious mind. Therefore events and objects that appear in dreams rarely represent themselves; they usually represent some deeper (latent) meaning. Below is a list of some of the most common symbols and a guide to what they might represent.

	Early childhood/birth
	Family conflicts

	These relate to birthing experiences and may represent repressed memories of a traumatic birth or underlie a desire in the individual to return to the safety of the womb. These feelings could also be related to the mother rather than the birth itself.
	These relate to conflicts within the family which may have been unresolved in childhood and are a source of anxiety for the individual.

	Water is thought to symbolize conditions in the womb before birth. So, for example, dreaming of feeling anxious about getting out of water might represent a fear relating to childbirth while a desire to dive into a swimming pool might relate to a longing to return to the mother.

Enclosed spaces/objects similarly represent the womb/mother, particularly the safety they offer. Being trapped in a wardrobe could symbolize a feeling of being trapped by the mother.
	Authority figures usually represent parents and unconscious thoughts could be related to fear of a particular parent or sexual desire for them. An example might be dreaming of a job interview which could symbolize a desire to please a parent.

Siblings are symbolized as swarming vermin or insects which are thought to represent feelings of conflict and competition eg dreams of being overrun by a plague of rats might symbolize being overlooked in favour of a younger brother.

	Vulnerability fears
	Sexual images

	These are fears of being exposed or feeling inadequate, either about one’s physical or psychological state, or performance in a specific context.
	These can relate to a range of sexual thoughts; unconscious sexual desires, anxieties about these desires, or anxieties relating to sexual performance are all common. 

	Common symbols include situations in which the individual is physically exposed eg being naked in front of people, or where they exhibit some weakness eg teeth falling out at an inopportune moment.
	Images usually symbolize sexual organs either as straight/upright objects (eg tall buildings, towers, trains) or containers/vessels in which things are placed (eg bowls, vases, tunnels). These can clearly be dreamed about in combination eg a train crashing in a tunnel (do I need to spell that one out for you?!)


Imagine that you are a psychotherapist treating a 35 year-old man who suffers from a phobia of photocopiers.  He gets very panicky whenever he sees or hears a photocopier.  This is a big problem because he works in a large, open plan office with a photocopier near his desk.  During one therapy session he describes a dream to you:

“I dreamt I was in a meeting with my boss.  I was trying to explain something but he wasn’t listening and he kept talking over me.  I go really angry with him but I couldn’t say anything because my tongue started to swell up and my words came out all wrong.  Then I looked down and realized my trousers had gone.  I tried to write down what I was trying to explain to the boss but he kept grabbing my pen.  Every time I took out another pen he would snatch it away and throw it in the bin.  I don’t know where all the pens came from, I seemed to have hundreds in my pocket.  Then my wife walked into the room.  I was really glad to see her and tried to explain what was happening but she just ignored me and went and sat on my boss’s lap.  He said, ‘She’s working for me now’.  Then I woke up, feeling really afraid.”

