
Denne t t ,  Ph i ,  a n d Consc iousnes s 

Selmer Bringsjord, Ron Noel, Geoff Ginader and Elizabeth Bringsjord 
Dept .  o f  Philosophy ,  Psycholog y &  Cognitiv e Scienc e 

Rensselae r  Polytechni c Institut e 
Troy .  N Y 1218 0 

{ s e l m e r , n o e l r , g i n a d g } 9 r p i . e d u •  e b 9 8 8 9 S c s c . a l b a n y . e d u 
h t t p :  / / w w w . r p i  . e d u / ~ b r i n g s 

Introductio n 

Perhaps the cornerstone of Daniel E)ennett's (1991) case for 
hi s "multipl e drafts "  vie w o f  consciousnes s i n hi s well-know n 
Consciousnes s Explaine d i s a  se t  o f  inference s h e draw s fro m 
th e ph i  phenomenon .  Ph i  wa s first  introduce d b y th e grea t 
gestal t  psychologis t  M a x Wertheime r  (1912) ,  an d a  numbe r 
of  fascinatin g variation s hav e bee n studie d by ,  amon g others , 
Paul  Koler s an d Michae l  vo n Gnina u (1976) .  I n th e simples t 
versio n o f  phi ,  tw o o r  mor e smal l  dot s ar e briefl y li t  i n rapi d 
succession ,  bu t  i t  seem s t o th e subjec t  tha t  a  singl e spo t  move s 
bac k an d forth .  I n th e colo r  ph i  phenomeno n (th e stud y o f 
whic h wa s prompte d b y question s fro m th e philosophe r  Nel -
son Goodma n (1978) ,  th e tw o illuminate d spot s ar e differen t 
color s (re d an d green ,  say) .  Remarkably ,  i f  thes e tw o spot s 
ar e li t  fo r  150mse c eac h (50mse c interval ) 

the first spot seems to begin moving and then change 
colo r  abruptl y i n th e middl e o f  it s  illusor y passag e towar d 
th e secon d location .  Goodma n wondered :  "Ho w ar e w e 
abl e .. .  t o fill  i n th e spo t  a t  th e intervenin g place-time s 
alon g a  pat h runnin g fro m th e first  t o th e secon d flash 
befor e tha t  secon d flash  occurs? '  (Dennett ,  1991 ,  p.ll4 , 
emphasi s his ) 

Dennett holds that the only way to provide an answer to 
Goodman' s question ,  th e onl y wa y t o explai n colo r  phi ,  i s 
t o invok e hi s (Dennett's )  "multipl e drafts "  theor y ( M D T )  o f 
consciousness ,  accordin g t o whic h (barbaricall y encapsulate d 
here )  informatio n enterin g th e nervou s syste m i s unde r  contin -
uou s paralle l  "editoria l  revision. "  M D T i s intende d b y Den -
net t  t o supplan t  traditiona l  account s o f  cognitio n seen ,  fo r 
example ,  i n cognitiv e psychology—account s whic h includ e 
subsystem s suc h a s long-ter m memory ,  short-ter m memory , 
etc. ,  a s wel l  a s th e notio n o f  a n "executiv e controller "  (cf .  An -
derson' s A C T * ;  1983,1990) .  Arme d wit h colo r  phi ,  Dennet t 
als o mean s t o overthro w view s o f  th e min d whic h distinguis h 
betwee n som e stimulu s s  seemin g t o b e F  t o a  subject ,  an d 
th e subject' s judgin g tha t  s  i s i n fac t  F .  Her e Dennet t  appeal s 
t o wha t  i s disclose d whe n subject s introspec t  abou t  thei r  ex -
perienc e durin g phi :  h e claim s tha t  suc h subject s canno t  say , 
i n a  principle d manner ,  whethe r  the y judge d th e spot s t o mov e 
becaus e o f  wha t  the y seeme d t o see ,  o r  wheth w the y seeme d 
t o se e movemen t  becaus e the y judge d ther e t o b e movement . 

Wit h hel p fro m som e elementar y logic ,  th e situatio n ca n 
be clarified :  E>enot e th e colo r  ph i  experimen t  b y <l>c' ,  denot e 
Dennett-targete d traditiona l  theorie s o f  cognitio n b y "ITC. ' 
Dennett' s  argument ,  overall ,  i s  tha t  ̂ e i s inconsisten t  wit h 
T T C,  an d tha t  th e onl y othe r  seriou s contender ,  M D T ,  shoul d 

tboefor e b e affirmed .  However ,  i t  i s a  simpl e theore m fro m 
(modal )  logi c tha t  i n orde r  t o sho w proposition s p  an d q  con -
sistent ,  i t  suffice s t o find  a n r  whic h i s consisten t  wit h p  an d 
whic h entail s q .  Accordingly ,  ou r  refutatio n o f  Dennet t  wil l 
tak e thi s fonn :  W e wil l  specif y a n explanatio n E  o f  (p c whic h 
i s suc h tha t 

1.  £ ? i s consisten t  wit h <̂ c ;  an d 

2.  E  conjoine d wit h <f> c entail s TTC . 

We wil l  includ e a  repor t  o n ou r  replicatio n o f  colo r  ph i  (an d 
relate d phenomena )  bot h throug h Jav a (yo u ma y no w ex -
perienc e ph i  an d registe r  you r  impression s b y accessin g th e 
relevan t  par t  o f  Bringsjord' s we b site )  an d vi a T-scop e i n Rens -
selaer' s cognitiv e scienc e laboratory ,  an d concomitan t  report s 
on wha t  subject s sa y afte r  introspectin g i n th e manne r  Dennet t 
prescribes .  Explanatio n E  wil l  b e anchore d t o thes e reports . 
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