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Abstract 
Dreams and dreaming are universal human experiences that form 
notable cultural themes in most folk traditions, traditional societies, 
and world religions. Scholarly attention has long emphasized the 
significance of dreams and dreaming in the study of beliefs and prac-
tices related to religious phenomena. Indeed, even in the early days of 
anthropology scholars proposed that dreaming was a primary source 
of religious belief and practice. By adopting some key observations 
and tenets of the naturalistic approach of cognitive and evolutionary sci-
ences of religion (CESR), this research article uses explanatory models 
of the salience, recurring structures, and functions of supernatural 
dreaming. These include imageries of supernatural/human agents, 
ritual actions, the use of experience, and more broadly, purported 
cultural transmission (factors) associated with dream representations. 
The article aims to address (a) lesser-known aspects of the cognition 
of supernatural agents in religious dreaming; and (b) lesser-known or 
unknown aspects of dream imagery about ritual interactions. These 
aims are also related to (c) the context of the cultural transmission fac-
tors of dream beliefs more broadly. These topics of religious dreaming 
are primarily addressed with reference to several research projects 
among Nepalese Hindus, ranging from pilgrimages to counterintui-
tive dreams and Covid-19 pandemic dream research.

Keywords: dreaming, imagery, supernatural agents, cultural transmission, 
ritual interaction

The anthropological and religious studies literature has demonstrated 
that dreams, dream experiences, and narratives in traditional societies are 
linked to religious ideas and practices (e.g. Tylor 1871; Jedrej and Shaw 
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1992; Bulkeley 2007; 2008; Laughlin 2011; and recently, e.g. Lohmann 2019). 
This tendency concerns a range of phenomena such as visitations from the 
dead, prophetic warnings, divine revelations and blessings, conversions, 
and instrumental affordances for ritual practices in the waking state (e.g. 
Bulkeley 2007; 2008; D’Andrade 1961; Jedrej and Shaw 1992; Tedlock 1987). 
Sacred values tend to be attached to supernatural dreams (e.g. Renne 2004) 
and seem to be manifested in all the world’s religious traditions (Bulkeley 
2008). Dream content provides anchors for belief through direct perceptual 
and experiential cues and evidence of various sorts of religious entities and 
spirit realms (Bulkeley 2008). Such convictions are also linked to intensely 
emotional dream experiences, a sense of the ‘realness’ of dream imagery, and 
sudden involuntary and ambiguous encounters with supernatural entities/
agents (SA). These features are related to common cultural representations 
or folk beliefs about dream realism and dreaming as a direct perception of 
(supernatural) reality (e.g. apparitions, revelations, a divine gaze). A case 
could be made for the notion that supernatural cognition prevails in dream 
processes because of cultural environments and models rich in religious 
representations and dogmas that imprint such information in dreamers. 
A related idea is common in anthropological dream research (e.g. Ted-
lock 1987). Contemporary dream theories such as the continuity hypothesis 
(Schredl and Hofmann 2003) also assume that people dream about the 
sorts of things to which they are exposed by the cultural/religious environ-
ment in the waking state. This idea may be disputed,1 and it also seems to 
be challenged by claims that dreaming is the primary source of religion (e.g. 
Tylor 1871). Dreaming is key to understanding how religious notions and 
experiences such as supernatural entities unfold in cultural transmission in 
the waking state. However, if taken literally, the idea that dreaming has a 
causal primacy for ‘religion’ is dubious for other reasons. ‘Religion’, after all, 
is not a unified phenomenon or category (e.g. Sperber 2018) but comprises 
a range of diverse phenomena. This article adopts a general stock-in-trade 
methodology common in cognitive and evolutionary approaches to religion 
that rely on the recognition of the ‘fractionated’ condition of this category 
and a kind of ‘piecemeal’ (Barrett 2017) or ‘building-blocks’ approach to 
the study of religion (Taves 2011). The crucial point here is that ‘religious 
dreaming’ and dreaming as an important ‘source of religion’ should be 
understood in a ‘fractionated’ sense. There are undoubtedly nontrivial 
links between dreaming and religious traits, and their exploration can be 

1 For example, certain bizarre features, counterintuitive properties, or entities such as ghosts, 
demons, ancestors, and the like occur rarely in the dreamer’s waking state. 
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labelled as a ‘moderate’ or weak version of the position that dreaming is 
the primary source of religion, particularly in relation to dream imagery 
about supernatural agency.

Supernatural dream imagery frequently has a cross-cultural appeal (Jedrej 
and Shaw 1992; Renne 2004) that is further codified in the world’s religious 
traditions (Bulkeley 2007). In a famous cross-cultural ethnographic survey of 
dreams Roy D’Andrade (1961) points to the importance for religious systems 
of cultural traits related to dreams and especially to the widespread use of 
dream content to contact or gain control over supernatural agents. There are 
recurring images of a ‘soul’-like dreamer wandering during sleep and meet-
ing others, or of the dreamer’s soul visiting the spirit world and communing 
with gods and spirits. D’Andrade’s study demonstrates how anxiety about 
being alone, demands for self-reliance, and isolation give rise to powerful 
preoccupations with supernatural dreams (D’Andrade 1961, 320, 328). This 
is evidenced by the high prevalence of nightmares related to apparitions and 
‘big dreams’ (encounters with specific culturally significant SAs – Jesus, the 
Virgin Mary, Shiva, Vishnu, etc.) and ‘visitation dreams’ (encounters with 
the dead, relatives, loved ones, and ancestors), which combine an intense 
sense of reality with a very frightening (predatory ghosts and demons, etc.) 
or unfrightening experience. Nightmares are thus often seen as warnings 
from spirits, ancestors, a deity, or demons. Ethnographic accounts from 
cultures that practise ancestor worship report that dead ancestors appear 
in frightening dreams to reprimand the dreamer for failing to perform 
commemorative rituals (e.g. Jedrej and Shaw 1992). For example, in many 
religious traditions shamans, healers, prophets, and oracles use nightmares 
in local ritual practices, initiations, and conversion ordeals (Bulkeley 2007). 

This article starts from the basic idea of analysing several seemingly obvi-
ous2 but arguably lesser-known (in the research literature) and interrelated 
traits of religious dreaming. The article is primarily theoretical, combining 
the author’s previous data and findings with previous research (e.g. Nordin 
and Bjälkebring 2019; 2021; Nordin 2023a; 2023b) to present new theoretical 
observations and elevate the research to a new level.

Theoretically and methodologically, the undertaking draws on strate-
gies in the cognitive and evolutionary science of religion and recent dream 
research that describe the occurrence of dream content and emotions, as well 
as the social and cultural transmission of dream narratives and information 
in the waking state. 

2 This is a direct allusion to and application of Rappaport’s point about studying obvious 
aspects of rituals (1979). 
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The article’s first objective is to survey the familiar occurrence of super-
natural agent imagery in relation to the specific question (and first objec-
tive) of how common counterintuitive properties are in religious dreams, a 
topic rarely discussed in the literature (Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019). This 
objective is based on research on religion, dreams, and alleged ‘mystical 
experiences’ demonstrating that REM (NREM) sleep generates supernatural 
agent or ‘SA’ cognition (McNamara et al. 2018; McNamara 2016), and that 
SA cognition in religious dreams manifests (minimally) counterintuitive 
imagery (MCI) (Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019).

The second objective is to address an arguably poorly understood as-
pect of religious dreaming, dream imagery about ritual interactions. What 
features of rituals are conceivable, and how common are they in religious 
dreams?

A third and more indirect objective is to relate the previous topics to the 
cultural transmission factors associated with these dream beliefs. Dreams 
may be an effective means of the cultural transmission and dissemination 
of religious ideas, as Knafo and Glick (2000) suggest. 

Aspects of religious dreaming/dream data will primarily be addressed 
here with reference to my own research projects and two separate fieldwork 
periods in Nepal with mostly Hindu informants. 

The bulk of this article’s discussion of supernatural and ritual imagery 
is based on the first period of fieldwork and interviews (62 participants). 
This research was primarily concerned with mapping the counterin-
tuitive content of allegedly strange dream reports, and specifically with 
religious dream imagery. The dataset’s richness and complexity made it 
possible to conduct a broader study and analysis of ritual imagery and 
the alleged effects of dreams on cultural transmission. The data were 
collected in semiurban and rural areas of central and western Nepal, as 
well as around sacred sites. Sixty participants were interviewed (using 
a semi-structured questionnaire), of whom 65 per cent were male. The 
mean age was 61 (range: 17–92). Most interviews were conducted by a 
field assistant and translator working with Nepali- and Hindi-speaking 
informants. The data were collected in Qualtrics, and the analysis was 
mainly performed in SPSS. A major aim was to use Barrett’s (2008) cod-
ing scheme for counterintuitiveness in cultural representations and test 
it on religious dreams. For extensive details of the research’s setting, 
conditions, coding procedure, statistics, design, and limitations, and its 
application to religious dreaming, see Nordin and Bjälkebring (2019; 2021) 
and Nordin (2020; 2023a).



RELIGIOUS DREAM IMAGERY IN THE LIGHT OF COGNITIVE... 135

The second fieldwork period (54 participants) examined the impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic on nightmares and religious dreams. The dream 
narratives that illustrate the discussion of ritual imagery in dreams come 
from interviews in this more recent dataset.

The data from the first period of field research aimed to map counterin-
tuitive content in dream reports and provide narrative examples of specific 
elements of religious dreaming pertaining to the content of the imagery 
of supernatural entities and agents, their special cognitive properties (e.g. 
counterintuitiveness), prototypical religious roles of communication (trans-
mission), and the dream imagery of alleged ritual actions and artefacts. 

In line with the article’s aims, topics about supernatural (agent) dream-
ing are first discussed and then related to dream research and religious 
cognition. The theory of counterintuition is presented, and counterintuitive 
imagery in dream data and narratives is analysed. Counterintuitive dream-
ing is then related to communication and cultural transmission. The article’s 
subsequent major sections discuss dream simulation theories in relation to 
cognitive theories of ritual and cultural transmission, demonstrating that 
ritual imagery is a lesser-known type of content in religious dreaming. The 
argument is supported by dream narratives and examples of coded data. 

Cognitive factors and dreams of supernatural dream imagery

This article assumes that a fruitful understanding of religious dreaming 
must also be informed by contemporary dream research in fields such as 
neuroscience, the cognitive sciences, and evolutionary theory. In relation 
to waking (social) life, dreams operate as realistic but novel simulations in-
volving various negative and positive affective states, entities, motivations, 
and scenarios to test (predicted) hypothetical outcomes (e.g. Blagrove et al. 
2019). A common but partly different idea in dream research is that dream-
ing and waking consciousness alike operate as forms of ‘world simulation’ 
and ‘realistic simulation’ (e.g. Hobson and Friston 2012). According to 
Revonsuo et al. (2016) there are three main approaches to dream simulation, 
based on (1) threat simulation or (2) social simulation, which are functional 
and adaptive accounts, or (3) the nonfunctional variants of the continuity 
hypothesis, which claim that dreams either reflect what we experience in 
the waking state (Schredl and Hofmann 2003) or express personal concerns 
in waking life (Domhoff 2011). 

In threat simulation theory, dreams during REM and perhaps even 
NREM sleep reflect a capacity, evolved in response to challenges to adap-
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tive fitness, to simulate threatening events. This involves engaging in the 
rehearsal of threat perceptions and avoidance skills to augment vigilance and 
threat perception in waking life (Revonsuo 2000). The ubiquity of nightmares 
with imagery related to survival threats, aggression, and accidents (e.g. Hall 
and Van de Castle 1966) seems to support this. It is also consistent with models 
in the cognitive and evolutionary science of religion that point to a ‘hypersensi-
tive agency detection device’ (Barrett 2004) and the importance of vigilance 
based on a general threat-detection psychology (e.g. Boyer and Bergstrom 
2011) focusing on the appraisal and detection of fitness challenges related to 
predation, social intrusion, contagion, social offence, and threat to offspring. 
However, dreams not only consist of nightmares and threats to one’s imme-
diate survival but also involve the mapping of social challenges and needs 
in waking life situations related to social actors and characteristics, bonds, 
interactions, and connections. Thus, intricacies of social behaviour are also 
modelled and rehearsed in dreams in social simulation theory as a form of 
evolved adaptation, as evidenced by the prevalence of social imagery and 
affects (e.g. Domhoff and Schneider 2018).

Cognitive dream research (McNamara and Bulkeley 2015) points to the 
frequent occurrence of supernatural agents in dreams, noting that such 
imagery reliably appears in nightmares and unpleasant dreams associated 
with diminished agency in the dreamer (McNamara et al. 2018). They main-
tain that imagery of diminished individual agency may facilitate or cause 
supernatural agent cognitions. Supernatural agent cognitions thus fill in 
prediction errors from diminished agency in the dreamer during REM sleep. 

Research on waking cognition affords an additional insight into the func-
tion of religious concepts. According to cognitive research compensatory 
control theory (e.g. Kay et al. 2010) religious beliefs and supernatural agency 
attributions boost a sense of compensatory control over the environment in 
conditions of anxiety that arise during experiences of confusion, random-
ness, and uncertainty. These conditions are manifested in nightmares and 
unpleasant dreams. In related research Legare and Souza (2014) maintain 
that uncertainty and feelings of a lack of control increase perceptions of 
ritual efficacy, perhaps by mimicking causal efficacy.

The lesser-known counterintuitive traits of supernatural dream imagery

In relation to the specific question of the frequency of counterintuitive 
properties in allegedly religious dreams, this article’s first objective is to 
address the following question: what is so special about supernatural agent 



RELIGIOUS DREAM IMAGERY IN THE LIGHT OF COGNITIVE... 137

imagery in dreams? One influential cognitive theory that may shed light on 
supernatural agents in dreams suggests that supernatural concepts, as well 
as other religious, folk, and folkloric beliefs, have the peculiar property of 
tweaking and reversing some of the information people intuitively associate 
with basic ontological categories (e.g. Boyer 2001, 54–65). This is the gist 
of minimal counterintuitiveness (MCI) theory, which suggests that a small 
number of violations such as ‘breaches’ and ‘transfers’ of core knowledge 
and intuitive expectations drawn from basic ontological categories (e.g. 
Barrett 2004; 2008; Boyer 2001) produces salience and a memory advantage 
(Boyer and Ramble 2001).3 This theory further proposes both a cognitive 
model for the architecture of many supernatural concepts and, based on 
these assumptions, an explanation of why such concepts have an advan-
tage in the cultural transmission of attraction factors. Numerous studies 
have discussed MCI theory (e.g. Gonce et al. 2006; Porubanova et al. 2014; 
Purzycki and Willard 2016). 

Given the premise that SA conceptualization is a key building block of 
‘religious’ phenomena (in the waking state), the fact that (minimal) coun-
terintuitiveness appears to be a predominant property of SA cognition, and 
that SA imagery is prevalent in seemingly religious dreams (see examples 
below), a crucial and relevant question is: how frequent are counterintuitive 
properties in SA dreams? 

Below are edited excerpts from Nepalese dream narratives collected dur-
ing the first field research period. The examples also describe other religious 
images and conditions of the dreamer that are of interest in these dreams:

In the dream I went to the school, but no one was present that day, even 
though it was Sunday. I returned to the office. All the chairs were moving.4 
No one was there, and I got scared. There was a written note on my desk 
that I should stay at school all day. I went back to my classroom. No one 
was there, but there was a whispering sound.5 I got scared and ran out of 
the classroom. I got tired and fell on the ground, and I woke up. I was so 
frightened […].’

3 It is assumed that human cognition includes intuitive expectations in the core knowledge of 
given domains such as living things and solid objects. Such intuitive expectations include the 
assumption that animals have a (biological) life and a kind of essence typical of their species. 
4 Counterintuitive property: inanimate object + animate characteristics. For details of the 
coding procedure see Barrett 2008; for religious dreaming see Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019.     
5 Serpentlike creatures and or deities. Counterintuitive property: communication (mental 
acts) – physical agent.
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In the dream there was a farewell programme at school. I was walking on 
the way from my home. As I was about to reach the school gate, I saw a big 
Naag6 in front of the school gate. It asked me for milk and told me7 that it 
was very hungry. I brought milk from the nearby house and fed the Naag. 
It drank all the milk8 and blessed me by biting me in the head.9 After that 
I felt more energetic, and I entered the school. This was a surprise for me. 
There was no farewell programme. It was a programme of inauguration of 
the same Naag murti10 that I had seen outside, and that was kept inside the 
beautiful mandir.11 I was so happy. (I got excited and woke up. I was very 
thirsty and drank a bottle of water...)

To grasp the topic of counterintuitive dreams, Nordin’s and Bjälkebring’s 
(2019; 2021) research maps religious dream cognition in studies of primarily 
Nepalese Hindu informants (for specific details of the study see Nordin 
and Bjälkebring, 2019). The Nepalese informants commonly allude to the 
presence of supernatural and counterintuitive properties in their dream 
narratives using phrases like ‘I saw Bhagwan’;12 ‘Shiva/Mahadev appeared 
and advised me to conduct the puja’; ‘Durga came and woke me up and 
told me to take a bath’; ‘Bhagwan Pashupatinath came in my dream and told 
me that the kind of life I was living must end’ (quotations from Nordin 
2020). However, these commonly reported images are indirect signs of 
counterintuitive dream content, not its manifest expression. Nordin and 
Bjälkebring (2019) therefore assess the modes and frequency of counterin-
tuitive imagery (CI) in dream reports using a coding method (for a detailed 
explanation of the steps taken see Barrett 2008). Accordingly, the Nepalese 
Hindu informants indicated the manifest presence of counterintuitive 
features in their dreams using phrases like ‘Bhagwan appeared as a statue 
talking to me like a human’; ‘a big snake (Naag) appeared, whispering’ 
(quotations from Nordin 2020). 

Overall, the application of Barrett’s CI scheme to the ethnographic case 
of Nepalese Hindu supernatural dream imagery generates results of high 
intercoder reliability (95%) for the general occurrence of CI items. It further 

6 A murti is a representative statue of a divinity. Naag Murti is a serpent statue. Supernatural 
agent – snake.
7 Counterintuitive property: animal + communication (mental acts).
8 Counterintuitive property: animal breach of biology.  
9 Ritual interaction.
10 Supernatural agent – snake and religious statue. 
11 Temple. Religious item: temple.
12 Bhagwan, a deity referred to as ‘the Lord’.
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demonstrates a high frequency of dreams with at least one CI element (in 
52 of the 60 dream reports, or 87%). Furthermore, there is a high frequency 
of dream items (47 out of 57) with counterintuitive properties related to 
agents (for more details see Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019). The dreams 
with counterintuitive agent imagery include items such as (a) objects that 
activate expectations of either mentality or animacy; and (b) artefacts, 
humans, animals, substances, spirits, demigods, or gods with counterintui-
tive characteristics that act intentionally in goal-oriented ways. The most 
common of these dreamed agents are artefacts, usually statues of gods, 
which activate expectations of either mentality or animacy (see Nordin and 
Bjälkebring 2019, 10 for a detailed analysis). The second most common type 
of dreamed agent imagery involves disembodied voices (substance) that ac-
tivate expectations of mentality. Apart from these forms of counterintuitive 
objects with agent properties, it is noteworthy that some of these religious 
dream reports (10 out of 57) contain counterintuitive objects with non-agent 
properties, such as impossible artefacts (e.g. a container that is larger on the 
inside than the outside), luminous objects, and so on.

Remembering and/or communicating counterintuitive dream traits

Although this study was limited and presents culturally specific results, the 
findings indicate that counterintuitive objects may be common in dreams, 
at least in such cultural environments. It may also be the case that people 
are more likely to remember or communicate counterintuitive dreams than 
non-counterintuitive dreams (Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019, 12 for a detailed 
analysis). As most of the dream narratives in this research had at least one 
counterintuitive object (87%), it is plausible that counterintuitive imagery 
is common in dreams in general, or conversely, that people remember 
or wish to communicate dreams with counterintuitive objects more than 
dreams without counterintuitive objects, which would result in a high fre-
quency of reporting of dreams with counterintuitive objects. In line with 
MCI theory (above) the occurrence of counterintuitive objects is limited by 
the cognitive processing load; 48 dream reports had one counterintuitive 
object, while only three dream reports had two, and one dream report had 
three. Hence, while counterintuitive objects appear in the majority of the 
present dream reports, meaning they are frequent across dreams, they are 
relatively infrequent within them. An absolute minority of dream reports 
had more than one counterintuitive object.
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Counterintuitive dreaming and cultural transmission as indicated by 
religiosity

How important and explanatory is counterintuitive SA dream imagery for 
cultural transmission more generally? Arguably, religious traits such as ‘re-
ligiosity’ indicate and are related to how cultural transmission operates. In 
short, cultural transmission refers to the interactive process of passing cultural 
traits and information (e.g. beliefs, values, behaviours) between individuals 
and generations. Various theories of cultural evolution suggest that the char-
acteristics of those who transmit cultural traits are a key factor in explaining 
cultural patterns. For example, CESR scholars often take various (and mixed) 
positions along a spectrum ranging from dual inheritance theories to cultural 
attraction theory or epidemiology of culture theory (see André et al. 2023 for 
one of many overviews). Cultural attraction theory is a premise of the present 
study through its focus on how evolved and cognitive factors in (counterin-
tuitive) SA dreams are viable transmission factors in the communication of 
dream experiences. In relation to the idea that dreams are a primary source 
of religious ideas (e.g. Tylor 1871) one can ask how counterintuitive dream 
imagery is related to supposedly religious communication, divinatory prac-
tices, and religiosity. One (‘naive’) prediction is that people who report MCI 
content in their dreams may be more religious than those who do not. Nordin 
and Bjälkebring (2021) address this topic, discussing it in detail. 

Is there an association between reported religiosity and having MCI 
dreams? No relationship is found in the present sample between religiosity 
and the likelihood of reporting an MCI dream. This result seems somewhat 
bewildering and does not fit well with the historically asserted link be-
tween dreaming and religion. However, comparable results are also found 
in Bulkeley’s (2014) research among American Christians, which shows 
that people who score lowest in religiosity (as expressed, for example, in 
worship attendance) recall religious dreams better than those with a high 
religiosity score, who remember them considerably less well. Bulkeley’s 
(2014) research also shows that dream content does not differ significantly 
between religious and nonreligious respondents, though the former tend 
to model dream experiences according to religious values.

Is there a crucial relationship between reported religiosity and a general 
belief in the value of communicating that one has had a dream? The subjects 
reporting MCI dreams in the limited sample in the abovementioned study 
are not more likely to report the importance of communicating with others 
(dream sharing) about the dream. The same result is found among inform-
ants who have MCI dreams and stress the importance of communicating 
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the content to religious and ritual experts: these informants report that they 
actually do not share dreams. 

However, when informants are asked if they have ever had a dream that 
they have communicated to a religious dream expert, their responses show 
a significant correlation between religiosity and the likelihood of commu-
nicating the dream to an expert: rs = .41, p = .018 (Nordin and Bjälkebring 
2021). This suggests that more religious dreamers are in fact more likely to 
communicate their dreams to experts for interpretation or advice. The con-
nection between MCI and religiosity therefore seems to be manifest not in 
the overall communication of MCI dreams but in the communication of such 
dreams to religious ‘experts’, highlighting the role of dream interpretation 
in the integration of dreams into a religious context. 

In later research on what types of dream content constitute affordances 
for dream communication and divination (Nordin 2023a), the omission of 
self-agency models in dream imagery is the dominant predictor for engag-
ing in dream divination. Despite the occurrence of bizarre and MCI dream 
content, as well as nightmarish themes, the omission of self-agency in dream 
imagery therefore appears decisive in dream communication for the purpose 
of dream divination. This result supports the assumption that the property 
of ‘ostensive detachment’ (Boyer 2020)13 is a decisive attraction factor in the 
cultural transmission of divinatory practices.

The lesser-known dream imagery of ritual 

This article’s second objective is addressed in the sections below by analysing 
and describing the lesser-known domain of imagery about rituals in dreams. 
Religious dreaming demonstrates the prevalence of supernatural agent (SA) 
imagery and various ritualistic and divinatory uses of dream content in the 
waking state. Dream processes also ‘simulate’ various types of behaviour. 
An example is a dreamer’s experience of conducting or witnessing ritual 
interactions that are not actualized in the waking state. This makes dreams 
an interesting case regarding the imagery of ritual behaviour manifested in 
the direct cognitive simulation of ritual performance (by oneself or others) 
during REM and NREM dream states.

13 Divination processes involve disengagement from the actions involved in conveying divi-
natory information from the diviner to the recipient. This ‘ostensive detachment’ signals that 
neither the diviner nor the recipient has manipulated the information conveyed during the 
divination, making the information less invested in personal interests, ‘truer’, and thus likelier 
to serve as cultural transmission. 
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The second objective is addressed by delineating the types of ‘ritual’ that 
can occur in dreams from a methodological, cognitive, and evolutionary 
perspective. In short, any sense of ‘ritual’, as outlined below, can refer to 
(1) the ‘ritualistic’ use of dreams and their content (e.g. dream divination), 
(2) dream imagery about ritual interactions and items, and (3) the interface 
between (1) and (2), ritual dream imagery and ritual engagement with ritual 
dream imagery. It is further assumed that ritual imagery is an additional 
factor in the cultural transmission of religious dream representations in the 
waking state, though this argument remains implicit.  

What is it about the narrative expressions of religious dream imagery 
that warrants the analytical inference about ritual imagery?  Below are two 
edited excerpts from Nepalese dream narratives collected in connection with 
Covid-19 experiences. The examples demonstrate how various sorts of ritual 
imagery occur in Nepalese Hindu dream reports. These include references 
to pilgrimages, chanting, worship (puja), feeding, and the distribution of 
special and blessed/magical objects and artefacts:

I was on a holy tour14 (pilgrimage) where Bhagwan15 was the captain of 
my plane. It was like a holy plane. Yellow, all lit up and worshipped16 with 
tika17 of red, white, and yellow. In the middle of the tour the fuel ran out, 
and Bhagwan refilled it with his urine. We continued the journey. Bhagwan 
described Yamaloka18 to me (in his opinion it was a place high above Earth 
and includes Swarga19 and Naraka20). Our plane landed on Earth. I was 
frightened. Again, something inspired me/pulled me towards it in a new 
way. I went through it. There were Bhagwans giving humans a party. They 
were feeding on human body parts, legs, HEADs, hands, etc., and some 
were eating their own body parts without feeling pain… 

One night in a dream I was somewhere on a puja,21 and the pujari22 was 
chanting mantra.23 The organizer of that puja (the householder) was wearing 

14 Ritual interaction. 
15 Designation of a Hindu god as ‘the Lord’.
16 Ritual interaction.
17 Ritual interaction, magical causation, and substance.
18 Mythical location of Yama, the Hindu God of death and justice, synonymous with Naraka 
(Hell).
19 Hindu mythical location of a heaven realm. 
20 Hindu mythical location of a hell realm.
21 Ritual interaction, veneration. 
22 Priest, ritual officiant. 
23 Sacred utterance connected with magical causality.
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holy clothes like we see Bhagwan wear in mandir photos, which were made 
of expensive ornaments. He was taking a bottle of jaal24 and distributing it 
to all the participants. As I received it on my hand and drank it, I changed 
into a big statue (murti), and holy people started to worship there, and they 
pressed a button on the stone, and the bucket of vaccine arrived automati-
cally. Everybody was taking the vaccine box. After some time the pujari 
went to press the button, but instead of vaccine, a huge snake appeared and 
swallowed the pujari.

What is ‘ritual interaction’ in dream imagery?

There is an immense body of literature on the study of ‘ritual’ (e.g. Bell 1997; 
Kreinath et al. 2004; Lawson and McCauley 1990; and below).25 This article 
adopts the assumption, common in the cognitive and evolutionary study of 
religion, that the term ‘ritual’ in lay and scholarly parlance actually refers 
to different exemplars grouped on family resemblance (Boyer and Liénard 
2020; Needham 1975), which thus refer to slightly different characteristics 
and phenomena (cf. Barrett 2017) or ‘building blocks’ (Taves 2011). A fruitful 
strategy for understanding, analysing, and explaining the social interac-
tions labelled ‘rituals’ is therefore to assume that the term denotes multiple 
different assemblages of phenomena and representations that (a) have no 
necessary co-occurrence in cultural distribution; and (b) co-occur to differ-
ing degrees. Adopting a model presented by Boyer and Liénard (2020), this 
alleged assemblage of ritual variants refers to (1) normative and scripted 
interaction; (2) signals of social relationship, affiliation, and cohesion; (3) 
magical connections; and (4) ritualized performance. This article assumes 
that the dream imagery of rituals should belong to one or more of these types. 
This is demonstrated below with a brief description of the ritual types that 
are applied to or seen in the imagery of rituals and simulations in dreams. 

Integrating the imagery of rituals, dream simulation, and evolved 
cognition

The purpose of the previous section was to introduce the specific types of 
ritual traits; the cognitive and evolutionary underpinnings of their purported 
occurrence in dreams is described in detail below.

24 Sacred/pure water connected with preparatory rituals and magical causality. 
25 Intellectualist and symbolist theories are two influential approaches to ritual (for an overview 
see Lawson and McCauley 1990).
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If dreams contain imagery of ritual interactions, they will be instances 
of the following variants: scripted normative interaction; signalling of af-
filiation and social cohesion; magical causation and reckoning; or ritualized 
behaviour (further explained below). Furthermore, if the dream process and 
imagery simulate ritual, this should be understood as resulting from either 
social simulation or threat simulation, and as manifested as one or more of 
the ritual variants described above. 

As the cognitive and evolutionary description of ritual variants sug-
gests, the modes of these items are themselves generated by evolved, 
psychological, precautionary systems dedicated to managing fitness 
challenges in social life and threats to survival, which resembles the es-
sence of the dream functions of social or threat simulation. For example, 
dreams that produce content with scripted and normative interactions 
and/or social signalling themes consist of imagery that arises predomi-
nantly from the social simulation of challenges related to social percep-
tion, interaction, and ingroup inclusion (cf. Tuominen et al. 2019). Dreams 
with imagery of magical and causal reckoning and ritualized behaviour 
are generated by systems dedicated to threat simulation, particularly in 
relation to predation, intrusion, contagion, and social offence, as well 
as threats to offspring (cf. threat categorization in Boyer and Liénard 
2020; Revonsuo et al. 2016). Social simulation and threat simulation can 
be combined or occur in rapid succession in actual dream processes (cf. 
Revonsuo et al. 2016). 

Modalities of dreamed ritual imagery

A dynamic modality is to be expected in the occurrence of ritual variants. 
Accordingly, a dream (report) may contain imagery of scripted and nor-
mative interactions through the appearance of named stereotypical actions 
(e.g. puja or darshan), or with reference to purification, blessings, or sacred 
objects (thus manifesting magical and causal reckoning) and/or imagery 
of specific behavioural sequences (manifesting ritualized behaviour). The 
actual manifestation of ritual variants in dream imagery can thus be nested, 
implied, or manifested. Such dreams may therefore have indexical proper-
ties (in the semiotic sense). Dreams about ritual artefacts can similarly be 
understood as indices of named and scripted interactions and specific types 
of ritualized behaviour, and such behaviour can have indexical properties 
of magical causation and so on (for a further discussion see Nordin 2023b).
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Dream imagery of ritual types – examples from research 

What features of rituals are conceivable, and how common are they in 
religious dreams? This article primarily addresses the kinds of imagery of 
rituals that are conceivable, but it also touches briefly on how common they 
are in religious dreams through (culturally) limited examples. The article’s 
final analysis presents some illustrations of how the dream imagery of 
ritual interaction is manifested, as well as a brief overview of its frequency 
in the limited data sample. As mentioned in the introduction, the examples 
are drawn from data collected during field research in Nepal (for example, 
Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019; Nordin 2023b).

In coding and analysing the given dream data, imagery about rituals was 
identified as either manifested or implied items, and the rates and frequen-
cies of the modes are indicated below. Ritual dream imagery and information 
of any kind were common in the sample, occurring in 90 per cent of dream 
reports (55 out of 61 informants). The imagery refers to directly manifested 
or implied items in the domains of the ritual variants discussed above. In 
18 dream reports (29.5%) one or more SAs ordered the dreamer to perform 
specific ritual types, while in only one case did a human being order this 
action. Below is a short overview of the assemblage of ritual variants and 
their manifestation in the dream data/narratives.

Rituals as normative and scripted interactions in dreams

The research literature (e.g. Holland and Quinn 1987) highlights various 
procedural interactions guided by specific scripts (Schank and Abelson 1977) 
for behaviour. These interactions tend to be connected with a tacit belief 
that if the scripted rules are violated or improperly followed, the action will 
not be an instance of that categorized action type. When interactions are 
scripted and categorized accordingly, they also tend to be normative and 
labelled so that participants know that certain forms of behaviour characterize 
the interactions, and that other people are likely to understand the actions 
analogously. This interaction type tends to assume a normative stance, with 
people expecting each other to adhere to the given rules (e.g. Bicchieri 2005). 
This seems to be a human proclivity, which strongly suggests the pressure 
of an evolved norm psychology geared towards the social coordination of 
interaction (Bicchieri 2005), and is thus a factor underpinning cultural trans-
mission (Göckeritz et al. 2014) and imposing conformity with the scripted 
interactions seen in ‘rituals’.
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Preliminary analyses from the present data traced the rate of explicitly 
named or implied scripted normative interaction sequences from the action 
imagery occurring in the dream reports (e.g. puja, tirtha yatra). The signature 
of scripted normative interaction features was thus evident in 45 dream 
reports (73.2%), describing either one ritual action type in the imagery or 
a combination of several named ritualized action prototypes. The named 
category of darshan, an exchange of gazes with supernatural agents, was 
the most frequently manifested type of scripted normative interaction (14 
in total, 23%).

Rituals as signals of social relationship, affiliation, and cohesion in dreams

Scripted and named interactions are obviously highly social and communi-
cative in nature, serving social functions and generating pragmatic signal-
ling effects related to affiliation, cohesion, identity, and commitment (e.g. 
Watson-Jones and Legare 2016). Ritual signalling can function as a social 
display of deference (e.g. Bloch 2004) or as a commentary on order, rank, 
and relationships in social interactions. Such signalling contributes to the 
generation of common knowledge or a mutual socio-cognitive framework 
(Chwe 2013) based on a similar understanding of the event among ritual 
participants. It also contributes to the shaping of strong shared feelings and 
experiences of group cohesion and altruistic fidelity to the ingroup members 
of a community (e.g. Reddish et al. 2016). Signalling (imagined) social unity 
makes good sense in light of human adaptations to group living (e.g. Legare 
and Wen 2014) and is notoriously manifested in ‘us/them’ or ‘ingroup’ versus 
‘outgroup’ attitudes and the forming and sustaining of alliances (Yamagi-
shi and Mifune 2009). Signalling commitment through scripted public 
behaviours is thus a crucial coalitional mechanism for ingroup affiliation. 
From this perspective costly displays of ritual signalling (e.g. Sosis 2006) 
convey information about one’s level of commitment to other members of 
a group or serve as gestures towards rival coalitions. An evolved system 
for coalitional cognition and interaction is thus likely to be devoted to the 
highly complex tasks constituting in- and between-group dynamics (e.g. 
Boyer et al. 2015). It is also likely that such coalitional psychology provides 
additional factors of stability and attraction in the cultural transmission of 
such ‘ritual’ interactions (Boyer and Liénard 2020).

In seeking to identify features related to the signalling of affiliation 
and social coalition, the focus was on the dream imagery of social interac-
tions that indicated relationships with family, social group, and order (e.g. 
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through comments and allusions). Typical and frequent cases consisted of 
imagery of social rituals such as initiations (e.g. receiving a ‘sacred thread’ 
and taking Hindu vows), weddings, cremations, and ancestral cults (shrad-
dha). Dream imagery that implied the signalling of coalition and cohesion 
could be identified in 48 cases (78.8%). This ritual variant co-occurred in 
most cases with imagery of named, scripted, and normative actions (see 
above), and in combination with social signalling and interaction between 
humans and SAs. The presence of SA imagery again accounts for the majority 
of dreamed social agent interactions (46 cases, or 75.4%), indicating a high 
frequency of social dream simulation related to concerns about cooperation 
and coalition.

Ritual as magical connections in dreams

Scripted and normative interactions categorized as ‘rituals’ may in many 
instances construe and employ actions, objects, and reasoning in ways that 
presuppose ‘magical’ influences, effects, or connections. This is seen in ritual 
touching, seeing, consuming, or coming into contact with special substances 
(e.g. sacred water) believed to bring blessings (or curses), healing, or protec-
tion, or to prepare for other rituals (e.g. Nordin 2009). Anthropologists and 
others have modelled various relationships of magical causality in terms of 
similarity, proximity, and contiguity (e.g. Frazer [1922] 1963; Tylor 1871; cf. 
Nemoroff and Rozin 2000; Siegal et al. 2001). These interactions and con-
nections are based on notions of causal and/or physical efficacy, though 
the details of this process are usually opaque to practitioners. The cultural 
pervasiveness of magical beliefs seems to draw on an intuitive sense of the 
naturalness and compelling nature of explanations of disease transmission, 
contagion, and pathogens (cf. Nemoroff and Rozin 2000; Siegal et al. 2001). 
These intuitions involve notions of invisible transmissible vectors that 
can affect humans and are equally infectious, regardless of the degree of 
exposure. A mode of magical (superhuman) causation is involved in how 
a human understanding of action informs the conceptualization of ritual 
behaviour and beliefs in its efficacy, and how it is thought to work through 
various instruments (Lawson and McCauley 1990; McCauley and Lawson 
2002; cf. Malley 2019). The presumed ‘force’ in the various ways that magical 
cognition is instantiated primarily assumes that magical causation is due 
to superhuman agency in rituals.

In seeking to identify features of magical causation and thinking, the 
procedure aimed to identify dream imagery referring to interactions, objects, 
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and/or substances with magical functions or effects. In the present analysis 
features of magical causation and reckoning were coded in dream reports 
referring to explicit or implicit interaction with an SA, or through a religious 
expert or priest. Following Lawson and McCauley’s (1990; McCauley and 
Lawson 2002) typology, the following were identified in the dream imagery: 
special agent rituals (concerning how the special quality/status of the person/
agent causally and directly implies an SA’s action, e.g. marriage, cremation); 
special patient rituals (concerning how the most direct connections with the 
SA are made through the ritual patient, e.g. sacrifice, penance, communion, 
thanking, cleaning, and honouring – often labelled as puja, shraddha, etc.); 
or special instrument rituals (through magical association with an SA or 
SA object, e.g. a blessing or divination) that occur through divine sight 
(darshan), touch, or proximity to sacred objects (temples and statues murti/
mandir), or immersion in and consumption of substances (e.g. sacred water 
jaal, or food, sweets, and fruit prasad).26 These items are all magical, with 
peculiar causal characteristics, ‘essences’, and effects to which the reports 
alluded or explicitly labelled. These dream reports implied or exhibited 
indications of both specific magical objects and types of ritual forms that 
seemed to imply causal functions of SAs. In 48 dream reports (78.7%) images 
of various ritual objects, instruments, and/or substances appeared. When 
the analysis linked magical objects to cognitive models of ritual action forms 
(Lawson and McCauley 1990; McCauley and Lawson 2002) in the dream 
narratives, the results suggested that the most common form of religious 
dream simulation was special patient ritual imagery such as various kinds 
of thanking, cleaning, honouring, and preparing for SAs (33 cases, 54.1%), 
followed by special instrument ritual imagery, especially blessings from SAs 
(24 cases, 39.4%). When coding for blessed substances (cf. Nordin 2009), 30 
reports (49.2%) referred to blessings. Twenty-five interviews (41%) referred 
to labelled blessings such as asirbad, tikka, mala, and darshan. 

Ritual as ritualized performance in dreams

One seemingly prototypical, though not universal or exclusive, trait of 
‘rituals’ comprises features of ritualized behaviour sometimes referred 
to as ‘obvious aspects of ritual’ (Rappaport 1979). Recent research has ex-
tensively analysed these characteristics (Boyer and Liénard 2006; Dulaney 
and Fiske 1994). The list of features includes traits such as compulsion (an 

26 Prasad refers to various substances and objects that operate as blessings. Prasad is often eaten.  
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urge to perform an action, usually with no clear reason); scriptedness (a 
strong impulse to perform an action stereotypically, often without explicit 
reasons for the scripted performance); goal demotion (where a set of ac-
tions can be linked to an overarching goal, but the segments of the action 
cannot individually be represented as leading to the goal); and repetition 
(a strong inclination to repeat actions or sequences, again often without an 
explicit reason for its necessity). These sets of behaviours and ideas have 
been explained as byproducts of cognition dedicated to ‘hazard precaution’ 
and ‘action parsing’ (Boyer and Liénard 2006), and as an adaptation that has 
evolved to detect and respond to a range of diffuse and difficult-to-monitor 
potential threats such as contamination and contagion, harm to offspring, 
intrusion by strangers, and social misdemeanours (Boyer and Liénard 2020). 
The abundance of these vague threats makes them difficult to discern fully 
and take measures against. 

In analysing the features of ritualized behaviour in the dream reports, 
the study aimed to identify explicit or implied imagery of rigid, repetitive, 
redundant, goal-demoted, and scripted action sequences. Additionally, a 
range of themes was tracked in the reports, such as if the dreamer found it 
difficult or was unable to act, move, and speak (i.e. paralysis), had to escape 
or was being chased (e.g. was being eaten), or if there was no reference to 
the dreamer in the imagery. These tendencies are related to the occurrence 
of an ‘omitted self/agency model’, both in this (Nordin 2023a) and in general 
dream research (McNamara and Bulkeley 2015). Indeed, explicit imagery of 
ritualized behaviour was observed in 23 per cent of dream reports. However, 
it was much more common (67.2%) when it was implied by references in 
the dream reports to specifically named interactions that often presupposed 
the performance of ritualized behaviours, that is, by references to culturally 
labelled ritual action types. 

Conclusion

The fact that SA agents are represented as the immediate and acting parties 
in dream imagery, and the dream is often considered a ritualized sequence, 
may suggest a specific ritual cognition that explain why and how SA dreams 
gain relevance and affordance value for further religious and ritual use in 
the waking state. However, further research is required to confirm and sub-
stantiate these suggestions, which would also support the classical theories 
about the importance of dreaming for religious belief. 
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This article highlighted some obvious but less recognized aspects of 
religious dreaming. In adopting a theoretical and methodological focus 
on cognitive and evolutionary aspects, the article aimed to review key 
topics in the author’s research (e.g. Nordin and Bjälkebring 2019; 2021; 
Nordin 2023a; 2023b) on arguably unmapped domains of religious dream 
imagery about (a) supernatural/human agents and related representa-
tions, and (b)  ritual interactions. The first objective was accomplished 
with reference to research on the frequency and modalities of counter-
intuitive imagery in dreams. Counterintuitive dream imagery is much 
more common than previously expected, at least in this study’s cultural 
setting. Certain types of these dream images were more prevalent, and 
the content of some was not agent-based. There is also some evidence 
to suggest that those dreamers who are more religious are more likely 
to report (and culturally transmit) counterintuitive dreams to friends, 
family members, or (religious) experts for interpretation or advice. A 
broader implication of the research is that it provides solid evidence for 
the importance of specific cognitive dream content in human religiosity. 
Another novel implication is the extension and application of research 
on counterintuitiveness in human cultures to (religious) dreaming in the 
sleeping state. 

The second objective concerned dream imagery of rituals and was ac-
complished by combining prominent stances on rituals in cognitive and 
evolutionary studies of religion with prominent dream research on threat 
and social simulation, which enabled theory-driven descriptions of religious 
dreams and the types of ritual imagery that can and do occur. This method 
was preliminarily tested on the present dream data, and the findings sug-
gested a high frequency of various items of ritual dream imagery. A wider 
implication of this research is that it posits a novel method for exploring 
the modes and frequencies of ritual dream imagery in the sleeping state. In 
addition to the theoretical parsimony of explaining dream images of rituals 
as specific instances generated by general mechanisms, it points to specific 
directions for further analysis of and research on mapping the correlations 
and interface between experienced religion and ritual interactions in wak-
ing and dreaming states. Images of ritual interaction are arguably more 
common than we know, and they are a seemingly reasonable response to 
the threats, lack of control, and uncertainties that characterize nightmares 
and unpleasant dreams, or to the complexities of dreamed social situations. 
Ritual types are themselves distributed due to transmission factors, and these 
in turn are likely to have a strong impact on dream communication. More 
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systematic cross-cultural research on the sharing and cultural transmission 
factors of ritual dream imagery is required.

* * *
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