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W hat do dreams mean to indigenous people?

Knowledge 
Insight to the future
Connection to oneself

Dreams are understood among the Quiche as “a lighting energy 
that is contained in a person’s blood and muscles, and 

announced as a bolt of energy that travels in the body”, 
often times referring to dreams as “the blood says”(Gonzales 

179).



K nowledge 

Dreams are a source of indigenous 
knowledge.  In fact, “gaining knowledge 
through dreams is a common theme found in 
many aspects of indigenous medicine” 
(Gonzales, 177)

Medicinal Knowledge
Diagnosing Illness and Imbalance
Ceremonial Knowledge
Identification of traditional healers 

and ceremonial leaders
Future events/warnings

“Sometimes knowledge disappears because it is abused, and 
sometimes it recedes so as to endure and return at the right time” -
Gregory Cajete (Gonzales, pg 187)



I ndigenous 
M edicinal 
K nowledge 

Indigenous medicinal knowledge is gained and 
interpreted through dreams in a variety of practices.  
Dreams may be used to as a way to assess the well-being 
of a pregnant mother.  In some cases providing a picture 
of the birth itself and forecasting and problems that may 
arise.  Many indigenous midwives have also been called 
to their profession by means of a dream signifying some 
underlying correlation between the experiences of giving 
birth and dreaming.

One notable medicine woman who acquired 
healing knowledge through dreams is Mabel McKay of the 
Pomo indian tribe.  She stated “I only follow my dream. 
That’s how I learn.” (Gonzales, 183).

Arvol Looking Horse, a Lakota pipe keeper was 
healed from paralysis via medicinal dream.

Gaining knowledge through dreams is a common theme found in many 
aspects of indigenous medicine. ( pg 177)



Ceremonial 
K nowledge 

Ceremonial knowledge is often transmitted through 
dreams. “the message of the spirit comes more properly 
through images, not words” (Gonzales, 183).  The 
messages are very subtle and may take some time and 
experience to get the full understanding of a dreams 
interpretation.  One experience described in Red Medicine 
was about a birthing ceremony and how over a span of 
three years there were seven dreams that helped instruct 
with ceremonial berthing.  “Dreams provide instruction 
regarding ceremonies and offerings”, dreams also keep 
up with changes throughout the course of time (Gonzales, 
173)



I nsight  to the 
F uture  

Dreams offer a variety of experiences recalling ancestral 
knowledge, however dreams have been known to include 
insight to the future.  

Dream keepers and interpreters keep counts and 
calendars in search of insight

The migration of the Mexica people are said to have 
come from dreams

Moctezuma dispatched dreamers in search of Aztlan, 
they also predicted the Spanish invasion

Some indigenous people are visited in their dreams and 
instructed to make themselves available, as to 
perform a vision quest to help seek out 
communications from non human sources



Dreams and 
the F our  
Directions

● North: direction of our ancestors - Air
-Thought

● South: direction of the youth - Earth
-Life/death

● East: openness to new beginnings -
Water

-Moon/water/sleeping
● West: direction of the women - Fire

-Emotion

It is important to remember dreams are a part of 
healing and healing is a part of finding balance in 
your life.

End Result: Clear dream = Good relationship with 
your own spirit.

Source: In class notes January 23, 2016.



Connect ion to 
O neself 

One of the most important aspects of dreams for 
indigenous peoples is that they offer a connection to 
oneself. 

In contrast to Western medicine’s 
interpretation of dreams as arising 
merely from the physiological processes 
of sleep, indigenous peoples appreciate 
dreams as a source of insight and 
guidance. There are lessons to be 
learned from dreams, especially in 
relation to the inner self and the path that 
one is meant to take. 

In fact, for the Nahuatl, dreams might even be understood 
as a part of the body itself. This idea has to do with the 
concept of tonalli. 



The Tonalli

To the ancient Nahuatl, tonalli was one of the three souls 
in the human body. It is located in the head, and is 
associated with heat and the warmth of the sun.

According to Nahuatl tradition, 
the old deities breathed tonalli 
into a fetus before birth, while 
also igniting a fire in its chest 
through an action similar to fire 
drilling. 

Tonalli is a vital force that 
regulates growth, body 
temperature and liveliness. 

Tonalli is also associated with 
consciousness. 



Tonalli and 
S usto 

Many indigenous peoples, including the Nahuatl, believe 
that the soul can be easily detached from the body. 

Tonalli, with its associations with consciousness, is 
especially vulnerable during sleep, and can leave the body 
through fright, ritual hallucination, or dreams. 
Cochitlehualiztli is the Nahuatl term for soul loss when one 
is asleep. 

Other regional Nahuatl beliefs relating to tonalli and sleep:
● During sleep, an individual’s tonalli may journey to the 

Otherworld but will return to the body if it is not that 
person’s time to die. 

● The journeys of a person’s tonalli during sleep 
accounts for the experience of dreams. 



Other Experiences of Dreams

● Déjà vu

● Daydreaming 

● Lucid dreaming 

● Astral projection 



Dream J ournal

Lucid dreaming

Lucid Anchor

Dream signs

“A dream diary (or dream journal) is a diary in which dream 
experiences are recorded. A dream diary might include a record of 
nightly dreams, personal reflections and waking dream experiences. 
I t is often used in the study of dreams and psychology.”

What about your dream journal?

Source: Turner, Rebecca. "Dream Journal." Dream Journal. World of Lucid 
Dreaming, n.d. Web. 19 Apr. 2016. <http://www.world-of-lucid-
dreaming.com/dream-journal.html>.
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Quest ions? 
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