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Th e usefulnes s o f  th e scrip t  concep t  fo r  characterizin g drea m report s 

Daniel Deslauriers & George W. Baylor 

Departement de psychologie, Universite de Montreal 

A drea m i s usuall y define d a s a  menta l  experienc e tha t  i s (1 )  multimoda l  sensor y 

imagination ,  largel y visual ;  (2 )  dramati c i n form ,  an d (3 )  experience d a s realit y rathe r 
tha n imagination ,  i.e. ,  hallucinatory .  Th e drea m itsel f  i s  a  subjectiv e experienc e s o tha t 

what  i s recalle d an d usuall y referre d t o a s a  drea m i s a  drea m report .  Th e highes t 

recal l  o f  complete ,  full-lengt h dream s follow s awakening s fro m R E M (rapi d ey e 

movement )  sleep ,  bu t  dreams ,  a s define d above ,  als o occu r  durin g period s o f  non -

R EM sleep ,  slee p onset ,  an d eve n period s o f  relaxe d wakefulnes s fo r  s o m e subjects , 

leavin g Foulke s (1985 ,  p .  76 )  t o conclud e tha t  "dreamin g i s a  phenomeno n whic h 

occur s i n th e presenc e o f  certai n menta l  conditions :  th e relativ e absenc e o f  sensor y 
stimulatio n an d o f  th e processin g o f  suc h stimulation ,  th e relinquishmen t  o f  a n Active-! , 

an d persisten t  an d relativel y diffus e mnemoni c activation. " 

Dreaming is thus a well-defined and distinct form of human thinking, yet a mode of 

though t  tha t  ha s bee n largel y ignore d b y cognitiv e science .  Fortunately ,  ther e ar e a 
fe w exceptions ,  notabl y Moser ,  Pfeifer ,  Schneide r  &  vo n Zeppelin' s (1983 )  compute r 

simulatio n o f  a  coupl e o f  dreams ;  an d Muelle r  &  Dyer' s (1985 )  computationa l  mode l  o f 

h u m an davdreaming .  Baylo r  &  Deslaurier s (1986-87 ;  1987-88) ,  i n thei r  studie s o f 

mornin g recall s o f  nigh t  dreams ,  lai d ou t  a  programmati c procedur e fo r  facilitatin g 
drea m understandin g b y helpin g user s recove r  aspect s o f  thei r  o w n drea m formatio n 

process .  The y hypothesize d tha t  th e plannin g componen t  o f  drea m generatio n ca n 
bes t  b e characterize d a s a  script :  a  stereotype d sequenc e o f  action s i n a  mor e o r  les s 
well-know n situatio n (Schan k &  Abelson ,  1977 ;  revise d b y Schank ,  1982) .  Script s 

als o contai n informatio n abou t  th e role s an d goal s o f  characters ,  abou t  constraint s o n 
behavior ,  an d abou t  anticipate d outcomes .  I n dreams ,  script s appea r  a s ol d pattern s o f 

behavio r  tha t  instantiat e curren t  concern s i n th e dreamer' s lif e an d prescrib e actions . 

I n actua l  fact ,  o f  course ,  d ream s deviat e i n majo r  way s fro m scripts .  Thus ,  i t  wa s 
hypothesize d tha t  deviation s fro m scrip t  an d th e constraint s the y violat e permi t  th e 

dreame r  t o accomplis h persona l  goal s no t  prescribe d b y th e script ,  whic h ar e ofte n th e 

majo r  m o m e n t s o f  meanin g i n drea m understanding . 

It is, of course, difficult to validate the notion that scripts are the best way of 
characterizin g th e plannin g componen t  o f  drea m constnjction .  However ,  a s a  firs t  ste p 

i t  woul d appea r  usefu l  t o kno w i f  ther e i s agreemen t  betwee n th e dreame r  an d 
independen t  judge s a s t o wha t  script ,  i f  any .  m a y b e underlyin g a  dream .  T o thi s en d 

an experimen t  w a s carrie d ou t  t o asses s th e degre e o f  interjudg e agreement .  Thi s i s 
followe d b y th e detaile d analysi s o f  on e drea m repor t  wher e ther e w a s goo d 

agreement . 

DESCRIPTION OF THE EXPERIMENT 

Deslauriers for his doctoral research collected the laboratory dreams of seven 

voluntee r  mal e universit y student s w h o spen t  tw o consecutiv e night s i n th e slee p 
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laboratory at Carleton University, Ottawa (Note 1). They had been briefed beforehand 

abou t  th e purpos e o f  th e experimen t  an d wer e give n instruction s abou t  script s an d ho w 

t o recogniz e them ,  includin g thre e practic e d ream s followe d b y feedbac k an d 

discussio n wit h E . 

To recognize the stages of sleep, three main electrophysiological signals were used: 

E E G,  E O G,  an d E M G (Arkin ,  Antrobu s &  Ellman ,  1978) .  Befor e retiring ,  electrode s 

wer e attache d t o th e S' s scal p (EEG) ,  eye s ( E O G )  an d chi n ( E M G ) .  Th e signal s wer e 

the n amplified ,  sen t  t o a  digita l  converte r  an d transferre d t o a  vide o monitor .  Followin g 

8-1 2 minute s o f  eac h perio d o f  R E M sleep ,  E  awakene d S  an d aske d him ,  first ,  t o 
repor t  hi s experienc e prio r  t o th e awakenin g an d t o indicat e th e orde r  i n whic h th e 

event s occurred ;  second ,  t o describ e hi s feeling s durin g th e experience ;  third ,  t o 

identif y wha t  well-know n situatio n o r  scrip t  th e drea m reminde d hi m of ,  i f  any ,  a s wel l 

as t o indicat e th e informatio n i n th e drea m h e use d t o identif y suc h a  script ;  fourth ,  t o 
describ e wha t  seeme d unusua l  o r  bizarr e i n th e dream ;  and ,  finally ,  t o repor t  an y 
event s fro m hi s dail y lif e tha t  th e drea m m a y hav e reminde d hi m of .  S  the n returne d t o 
sleep . 

Transcripts of the verbatim dream reports were given to two independent judges (Note 
2) .  The y wer e require d t o perfor m th e s a m e tas k a s th e Ss ,  namely ,  t o identif y a  script , 
if  any ,  an d t o specif y th e criteri a the y use d fo r  identifyin g it .  Th e judge s wer e not ,  o f 

course ,  informe d o f  th e Ss '  scrip t  identifications . 

RESULTS 

For the seven Ss reported here, 48 REM dreams were reported, five of which were 
eliminate d (tw o becaus e a t  leas t  tw o judge s agree d tha t  ther e w a s n o script ;  an d th e 

othe r  thre e becaus e a t  leas t  on e judg e identifie d mor e tha n on e script )  leavin g 4 3 R E M 
dreams .  Th e dreamer' s scrip t  identification s a s wel l  a s th e tw o judges '  wer e the n 
compare d b y pair s t o evaluat e interjudg e agreement ,  representin g 12 9 comparison s 
fo r  th e 4 3 drea m reports .  Th e comparison s wer e categorize d o n th e followin g 5-poin t 
scale : 

0 - Total disagreement: two totally different and unrelated scripts 
1 -  Loos e themati c agreement :  tw o differen t  bu t  onl y loosel y relate d script s 

(e.g. ,  watchin g a n overfe d fro g ge t  smashe d an d trappin g a n animal ) 
2 -  Themati c agreement :  tw o differen t  bu t  relate d script s (e.g. ,  discussio n i n a 

restauran t  an d sittin g i n a  restaurant ) 
3 -  Semanti c agreement :  Essentiall y  th e s a m e scrip t  bu t  expresse d i n differen t  word s 

(e.g. ,  makin g conversatio n an d discussio n wit h a  friend ) 

4 -  Complet e agreement :  th e s a m e scrip t  expresse d i n th e s a m e o r  nearl y th e s a m e 
words . 

The results appear in Table 1. Out of 43 dream reports, there was complete agreement 
by al l  thre e judge s (countin g th e dreame r  a s a  judge )  o n seve n dream s (16.3% )  an d 

complet e agreemen t  b y tw o o f  th e thre e judge s o n 1 2 additiona l  dream s (addin g u p t o 
44.2%) .  Th e drea m script s tha t  al l  thre e judge s agree d o n ar e perhap s wort h listing :  a 
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% 

inn ^ 
1 V  V 

9 0 -

8 0 -

7 0 -

6 0 -

5 0 -

4 0 -

3 0 -

2 0 -

1 0 -

1 6.3 % 

n=7 

44.2 % 

n=12 

53.5 % 

n=4 

79 % 

n=11 

8 6 % 

n=3 

9 3 % 

n=3 

97.7 % 

n=2 

100 % 

n=1 

n=dream s 

43 tota l 

al l  3 

Judge s 

full y 

agre e 

2 
judge s 

full y 

agre e 

al l  3 

judge s 

agre e 

seman-

ticall y 

2 
judge s 

agre e 

seman-

ticall y 

al l  3 

judge s 

agre e 

thema -

ticall y 

2 
judge s 

agre e 

thema -

tjcall y 

judge s 

agre e 

loosel y 

on th e 

them e 

al l  3 

judge s 

disagre e 

totall y 

Tabl e 1 :  Cumulativ e percentag e o f  d r e a m s b y eac h categor y o f  agreemen t 

basketball game, a football game, jogging in the park, fighting, being in a car, shopping 

wit h friends ,  argumen t  wit h a  roommate . 

Relaxing the criterion to include the scripts that were rated semantically similar, there 

wer e fou r  dream s wher e al l  thre e judge s agree d o n essentiall y  th e s a m e scrip t  an d 

anothe r  1 1 wher e tw o o f  th e thre e judge s s o agreed .  Al l  togethe r  thi s account s fo r  3 4 

of  th e 4 3 dreams ,  o r  79.0% . 
D I S C U S S I ON 

To us, 79% appears to be a surprisingly high number, indicating that judges can agree 

on a  scrip t  underlyin g 7  o r  8  R E M drea m report s ou t  o f  10 .  Bu t  jus t  wha t  doe s thi s 

interjudg e agreemen t  reflect ? Woul d S s b e abl e t o generat e an d agre e o n a  cor e se t 
of  action s fo r  eac h drea m script ,  a s i n th e Bower ,  Blac k &  Turne r  (1979 )  experiment ? 

Perhap s thi s i s h o w the y m a d e thei r  scrip t  identification s i n th e firs t  place .  O f  course , 

w h en comparin g th e richnes s o f  th e drea m narrativ e wit h th e script s a s identified ,  th e 
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script virtually never explains all the events in a given dream report. Dreams are 

almos t  neve r  limite d t o simpl y reproducin g typica l  situations .  Thus ,  i t  woul d see m the n 

tha t  th e drea m scripts ,  a s identified ,  provid e a  framewor k o r  skeleta l  structur e fo r 

generatin g th e majo r  drea m scenes ,  bu t  fo r  th e fles h o f  th e drea m narrative ,  w e nee d t o 

loo k mor e closel y a t  on e drea m repor t  i n detail . 

The following dream report, the second REM awakening of the night, was produced by 

a mal e S  i n hi s lat e twentie s who ,  i n additio n t o bein g a  student ,  als o worke d a s a n 

airpor t  securit y guard . 

it started when I was talking to somebody, I guess a fellow worker. I was working some 
kin d o f  patro l  o r  Mounti e o r  Mountai n range r  typ e o f  guard .  W e wer e carryin g thes e 
modifie d shotguns .  I  thin k i t  wa s a  bi g powe r  rifl e wit h a  ful l  stoc k maybe .  I  wa s 
carryin g th e rifl e wit h th e stoc k ope n restin g o n m y belt .  I t  wa s ou t  i n th e country ,  i n 
th e hills ,  i t  seeme d t o b e a  mountainou s area .  I t  wa s summertime ;  i t  wa s war m out . 

I left him and I was walking across the highway on my way to Dunden. It was like six 
lane s o f  highway .  Th e firs t  tw o lane s cam e aroun d th e corner .  I  ha d t o ge t  acros s th e 
highwa y quickly ,  th e firs t  tw o lane s anyhow .  O n th e highway ,  o n th e tw o corner s 
comin g out ,  ther e wa s a  truc k tha t  cam e around .  Ther e wer e quit e a  fe w peopl e i n it . 
Ther e wa s a  bac k sea t  an d I  remembe r  thre e me n i n th e back ,  on e o f  the m ha d a  broke n 
arm.  A s the y wen t  by ,  I  continue d walking . 

I looked behind for traffic but there was no traffic, only this lady coming at me. I went 
t o thi s buildin g an d thi s i s whe n I  me t  thi s lady ,  whe n I  ha d jus t  crosse d th e highway . 
She wa s carryin g a  rifle .  Sh e wa s bitchin g a t  m e tha t  I  wasn' t  carryin g min e properly .  I 
sai d "there' s nothin g wron g wit h th e wa y I' m carryin g mine ;  there' s n o differenc e fro m 
yours. "  I t  seem s t o b e th e argumen t  a s t o whethe r  o r  no t  th e barre l  wa s abov e m y hea d 
or  anybody' s hea d a s w e walke d int o th e office .  Sh e kep t  o n bitching .  I  ignore d her . 

We walked into the building where I worked, like a ranger station. There were three or 
fou r  fello w employees .  Sh e kep t  starin g a t  us .  On e employe e wa s carryin g a  rifle .  H e 
figure d he' s ge t  ri d o f  her ,  s o h e too k he r  rifl e an d stuc k i t  i n hi s mout h an d wa s abl e t o 
hol d i t  jus t  wit h hi s teet h b y th e en d o f  th e barre l  a s t o expres s "i t  doesn' t  matte r  ho w 
yo u carr y a  damne d rifle "  o r  something .  H e wa s tryin g t o shoc k he r  an d t o tel l  he r  t o 
min d he r  ow n business .  Sh e didn' t  fin d i t  funny .  I  wa s standin g t o th e righ t  o f  he r  an d 
I  wa s surprise d ther e wer e n o comment s o n he r  par t  abou t  wha t  h e ha d done . 
Somehow sh e hande d m e a  pistol ,  sh e pointe d i t  a t  me .  I  gues s w e kin d o f  giv e he r 
shi t  fo r  that .  The n I  wok e up . 

W h e n,  afte r  reportin g th e dream ,  E  aske d S  i f  th e drea m reminde d hi m o f  an y event s 
fro m hi s dail y life ,  h e sai d tha t  h e w a s "upset "  abou t  a  teachin g assistant ,  a  w o m a n h e 
strongl y dislike d w h o m h e ha d bee n talkin g abou t  befor e goin g t o sleep .  H e sai d "sh e 
i s prejudice d toward s m e n .. .  i f  somebod y too k a  loo k a t  th e mark s sh e gav e i n th e 
class ,  h e woul d probabl y fin d ou t  tha t  m e n hav e lowe r  tha n women. "  Apparently ,  i n a 
recen t  meetin g wit h th e teachin g assistan t  S  ha d faile d t o hav e hi s mar k changed ,  an d 
he wa s obviousl y angr y a t  her :  " I  thin k she' s a  rea l  bitch. " 

The dreamer identified this script as what was for him "a day at work" where he, in fact, 
carrie d a  shotgun .  O n e judg e calle d i t  "Patro l  guard s talking "  an d th e othe r  "O n range r 
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patrol." This is thus a script where there was semantic agreement among the three 

judges . 

The script does appear to instantiate one of the dreamer's current concerns. The script 

of  " a da y a t  work "  i s fo r  th e dreame r  a  well-know n situatio n wher e hi s competenc e i s 

wel l  established .  Th e goa l  o f  a  range r  patro l  scrip t  i s  t o protec t  a  territor y fro m 

intruders ,  an d th e dreamer ,  b y th e choic e o f  thi s script ,  i s  attempin g i n a  metaphori c 

proble m spac e (Baylo r  &  Deslauriers ,  1986 )  t o solv e th e proble m o f  h o w t o pas s a n 

academi c cours e wher e h e ha s t o dea l  wit h a  hostil e teachin g assistant .  Fo r  example , 

th e lady ,  w h o i n th e drea m ha s th e rol e o f  bot h intrude r  an d critica l  superior ,  remind s 

hi m o f  th e teachin g assistant ;  thi s i s  th e mos t  obviou s metaphori c referent .  Also ,  i n ligh t 

of  S' s statemen t  abou t  h o w h e feel s th e teachin g assistan t  "i s prejudice d toward s 
men, "  crossin g th e highwa y withou t  gettin g ru n d o w n appear s t o conve y 

metaphoricall y h o w th e dreame r  i s tryin g t o ge t  throug h th e cours e withou t  endin g u p 

as a  casualit y lik e on e o f  th e m e n i n th e truck . 

The script also provides the planning mechanism for generating a sequence of scenes, 

comparabl e t o Muelle r  &  Dyer' s (1985 )  scenari o generator .  Specifically ,  th e scene s 
prescribe d b y th e scrip t  ar e (1 )  gettin g read y fo r  patro l  dut y (correspondin g t o th e firs t 

paragrap h o f  th e drea m report) ;  (2 )  walkin g th e patro l  (paragraph s tw o an d three) ;  an d 

(3 )  goin g bac k t o th e statio n afte r  patro l  dut y (paragrap h four) .  Thi s i s th e skeleta l 

structur e o f  th e dream . 

Within each scene, of course, there are many actions: some of them fall within the 
confine s o f  a  typica l  patro l  script :  fo r  example ,  "talkin g t o a  fello w worker, "  "carryin g a 

shotgun, "  leavin g hi m an d "walkin g acros s th e highway, "  etc .  Othe r  activities , 
however ,  ar e no t  predicte d b y th e script :  fo r  example ,  " a truc k . .  c a m e aroun d .. .  wit h 
thre e m e n i n th e back ,  on e o f  the m ha d a  broke n arm, "  "ther e w a s .. .  thi s lad y comin g a t 

me...sh e w a s carryin g a  rifle,"  etc .  Whil e thes e action s ar e no t  prescribe d b y th e script , 

the y ca n b e accommodate d b y (o r  assimilate d to )  it .  Thi s secon d clas s o f  action s wa s 

calle d ta g actions ,  "causall y relate d event s no t  predicte d b y th e script, "  i n memor y 
experiment s b y Reiser ,  Blac k &  Abelso n (1985 ,  p .  92 )  an d Graeser ,  Woll ,  Kowalsk i  & 

Smit h (1980) . 

Finally, the third class of actions are those that are so bizarre that they cannot 

reasonabl y b e assimilate d t o th e script :  wha t  Baylo r  &  Deslaurier s (1986-87 ;  1987-88 ) 
calle d th e devian t  actions .  Indeed ,  the y ar e judge d devian t  o r  bizarr e exactl y becaus e 

of  th e difficult y o f  assimilatin g the m t o th e curren t  drea m context .  Fo r  example ,  "on e 
employe e .. .  too k he r  rifle  an d stuc k i t  i n hi s mout h an d w a s abl e t o hol d i t  jus t  wit h hi s 

teet h b y th e en d o f  th e barrel. "  Take n together ,  thes e thre e classe s o f  action s 
constitut e th e bod y o f  th e drea m narrative . 

Underlying the dream narrative, of course, is a goal structure. For example, the top 

leve l  goa l  appear s t o b e t o restor e th e dreamer' s sens e o f  self-estee m (eg o 
consolidation ,  Dallett ,  1973) ,  whic h ha s bee n seriousl y compromise d b y S' s 
confrontatio n wit h th e femal e teachin g assistant .  Th e strategie s (o r  contro l  goals ,  i n 

Muelle r  &  Dyer' s terminology )  fo r  re-establishin g self-estee m ar e three :  first ,  h e trie s t o 
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prove to the woman rationally that her criticism is unfounded since "there's nothing 

wron g wit h th e w a y I' m carryin g min e [rifle] ;  there' s n o differenc e fro m yours. "  Thi s 

produce s n o results ,  so ,  second ,  h e trie s t o ignor e her ,  bu t  sh e i s persisten t  an d follow s 

hi m t o th e range r  station .  Sinc e neithe r  strateg y ha s bee n effective ,  ther e i s n o w a 

radica l  deviatio n fro m script :  a  secon d m a n ,  perhap s actin g a s a  surrogat e o r 
"dissented "  aspec t  o f  th e dreame r  (Piotrowski ,  1986 )  "figure d he' d ge t  ri d o f  her ,  s o h e 
too k he r  rifl e an d stuc k i t  i n hi s mouth.... "  "H e w a s tryin g t o shoc k he r  an d t o tel l  he r  t o 

min d he r  ow n business. "  Sh e i s unimpressed .  Suddenly ,  however ,  he r  rifl e become s 
smalle r  whe n sh e hand s th e dreame r  a  pistol ,  whic h sh e point s a t  him .  Whil e thi s i s a n 

aggressiv e act ,  stil l  th e dreame r  ha s succeede d i n disarmin g her .  Th e goa l  o f  self -
estee m ha s bee n realize d an d th e dreame r  i s no w i n a  positio n wher e h e i s n o longe r 

threatene d b y th e w o m a n .  I n fact ,  th e m e n no w eve n tak e th e offensiv e an d "giv e he r 
shi t  fo r  [pointin g th e gu n a t  him]. "  Give n th e experimenta l  design ,  w e d o no t  hav e 

enoug h informatio n abou t  S  t o kno w th e natur e o f  th e persona l  goa l  tha t  m a y b e 
underlyin g thi s devian t  action ;  i t  is ,  o f  course ,  temptin g t o postulat e s o m e sor t  o f  sexua l 

motif ,  whic h woul d presumabl y violat e th e constraint s o f  a  range r  patro l  script . 

In conclusion, it might be useful to compare and contrast our analysis of night dreams 

wit h variou s aspect s o f  Muelle r  &  Dyer' s (1985 )  D A Y D R E A M ER model ,  whic h mus t 
serv e a s a  touchston e fo r  an y subsequen t  theor y o f  drea m production .  First ,  nigh t 
dream s usuall y begi n wit h a  mor e elaborat e re-presentatio n o f  th e situationa l 
description ,  often ,  a s i n th e abov e example ,  i n a  metaphori c proble m space .  Second , 
i n D A Y D R E A M E R,  emotion s activat e contro l  goal s whic h result s i n daydreaming . 
Similarly ,  w e foun d anger ,  probabl y als o accompanie d b y humiliation ,  t o activat e th e 
persona l  goa l  o f  restorin g self-esteem ,  whic h result s i n thi s nigh t  dream .  Third ,  i n 
D A Y D R E A M ER ther e ar e bot h contro l  goal s (rationalization ,  revenge ,  failure/succes s 
reversals ,  an d preparation) ,  whic h guid e th e scenari o generator ,  an d conflictin g 
persona l  goal s (health ,  food ,  sex ,  friendship ,  self-esteem ,  love ,  achievement ,  etc.) .  I n 
our  analysis ,  w e foun d tha t  th e persona l  goa l  o f  self-estee m appear s t o functio n a s a 
to p leve l  "contro l  goal "  an d guide s th e scenari o generator ,  wherea s wha t  Muelle r  & 
Dyer  (1985 )  calle d contro l  goal s appea r  t o functio n a s strategie s i n th e servic e o f  th e 

persona l  goa l  o f  restorin g self-esteem .  Fourth ,  i n D A Y D R E A M ER "th e basi c 
mechanis m fo r  scenari o generatio n i s plannin g .. .  i.e. ,  generatin g a  sequenc e o f 

action s necessar y t o achiev e a  goal "  (p .  124) .  Similarly ,  i n ou r  analysis ,  script s 
functio n a s th e skeleta l  structur e o f  th e plannin g mechanism .  Nigh t  dream s do ,  o f 
course ,  diffe r  fro m daydream s i n thei r  hallucinator y quality ,  i n thei r  relativ e absenc e o f 
sensor y stimulatio n an d it s processing ,  an d i n th e relinquishmen t  o f  a n Active-I ,  s o a n 
eventua l  a  mode l  o f  nigh t  dreamin g shoul d b e discriminate d fro m a  mode l  o f 
daydreaming . 
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