Chapter 5D. Dennett’s“ Consciousness Explained” - Summary
"Multiple Drafts Versus the Cartesian Theater"

Part 1 Descartes Again

In this chapter we get alook at Dennett's model for the mental processes we call consciousness. He will claim that
"some of the most perplexing paradoxes of consciousness arise because we cling too long to agood habit of thought,
a habit that usually keeps us out of trouble." Just like the pleasure boater who charts his safe course by aiming at a
buoy, and then distractedly runsright into it.

Thereis no question that where there is a consciousness mind there is also a point of view. The flash and then later
bang of the fireworks is an example of this point of view. But what happens when we close in on the observer, and
try to locate this "point of view" within the brain? The simple assumptions that worked so well on larger scales
begin to breakdown on closer examination. Dennett maintains that there is no single point in the brain where the
information funnelsin, where "it all comestogether” for "central processing." This has some far from obvious and
quite counter-intuitive consequences.

Descartes thought hard about this problem, but he decided that the brain DID have a center: the pineal gland. He
proposed that for aperson to be conscious of something, traffic from the senses had to arrive at thislocation, where
it then "caused a special- indeed magical- transaction to occur between the person's material brain and immaterial
mind". And although today no one seriously believes thereisaphysical center to the brain, a Cartesian bottleneck of
dualism, even sophisticated materialists often forget that once Descartes's ghostly res cogitans is discarded, thereis
no longer arole for a centralized gateway, or indeed for any functional center to the brain. The pineal gland nor any
other physical feature, isnot the fax machine to the soul, nor isit the Oval Office of the brain. There is no observer
gland inside the brain.

Although we may discard the anatomical baggage of Descartes dualism, it is harder to discard the idea of a"central
processing” area of the mind itself. Dennett callsthe ideathat there isacrucial finish line or boundary somewherein
the brain, marking a place where the order of stimuli arrival equals the "order of presentation™, a sort of theater of
"Cartesian materialism." The Cartesian Theater is a metaphor that seems like an innocent extrapolation of the
familiar and undeniable fact that, for everyday and macroscopic timeintervals, we can indeed order eventsinto the
two categories "not yet observed" and "already observed".

But for very short intervals of time, the "point of view" of the observer must be spread over alarge volumein the
observer's brain, so the observer's own subjective sense of sequence must be determined by something other than
"order of arrival". As Dennett says. "If A beats B to one finish line, but B beats A to another finish line, which result
fixes subjective sequence in consciousness?"

We need to stop thinking of the brain asif it had asingle functional summit or central point. To do so we need a new
model and the Multiple Drafts Model is one possible candidate. Another is William Calvin's 1989 model of ,
"Scenario Spinning". Next Dennett introduces the Multiple Drafts Model in Part 2.

Part 2 The Model

"According to the Multiple Drafts model, all varieties of perception- indeed, all varieties of thought or mental
activity- are accomplished in the brain by parallel, multitrack processes of interpretation and elaboration of sensory
inputs. Information entering the nervous system is under continuous "editorial revision. For instance, since your
head moves a bit and your eyes move alot, theimagesin your retinas swim about constantly, rather like the images
of home movies taken by people who can't keep the camerafrom jiggling. But that is not how is seemsto us."

These editorial processes occur over large fractions of seconds, during which various additions, incorporations,
emendations and overwritings of content can occur in different order. Virtually all theories of perception recognize
this, but the Multiple Drafts Model makes a startling prediction: Feature detections or discriminations only have to
be made once. Once a particular "observation" has been made by a specialized, localized portion of the brain, the
information does not have to be rediscriminated by some "master” discriminator. No Cartesian Theater.

These spatially and temporally distributed content-fixationsin the brain are precisely locatable in both space and



time, but their onsets DO NOT mark the onset of consciousness of their content. Itistherefore always an open
guestion whether any particular content thus discriminated will eventually appear as an element of conscious
experience.

These distributed content discriminations yield, eventually, something rather like a narrative stream or sequence,
which can be thought of as subject to continual editing by these localized specialized processes and continuing
indefinitely into the future. At any point in time however there are multiple "drafts" of narrative fragments at various
stages of editing in various placesin the brain.

"Multiple Drafts Versus the Cartesian Theater"

Part 3 Phi Experiments

Motion picture and television rely on creating apparent motion from arapid succession of 'still" pictures, and since
the dawn of the motion picture age, psychol ogists have studied this phenomenon. The simplest case just hastwo
dots blinking on and off, and if the two dots are separated by as much as 4 degrees and briefly blinked, they will
appear to be asingle dot moving. A great applet to play with thisis here (requires JAVA):

http://epsych.msstate.edu/descripti...ion/apmove.html

Try slowing the display down and increasing the distance between the dots until they appear to be just stationary and
blinking as opposed to moving. Previous models trouble explaining this, especially a simple modification where two
different colored blinking dots appear to be a single dot moving back and forth- but apparently changing color in
mid-trajectory! Seethis URL for an example:

http://www.uncc.edu/colleges/arts_a...Phenomenon.html

For example, even in single shot trials, subjects would see ared dot moving, turn green while it was moving and
then afraction of a second later, a green dot stopped. But nothing actually moved, only ared dot was shown and
then slightly to one side agreen dot alittle later. Here's an example of random Phi motion and color change:

http://www.cs.tufts.edu/~krei sman/phi/index.html

How could the brain, if the second dot was already in our consciousness, go back and change the color of the dot,
seemingly in mid-flight? If it seemsto you, gentle reader, that (although you experienced red, then red turning green
and then green), the conscious experience of the whole event must surely have been delayed until after the green
spot was (unconsciously?) perceived. If that seems reasonable then you are still locked in the Cartesian Theater.

Two obvious solutions have been proposed to account for these experimental observations, one assumes arevision
of perceptions and the other assumes arevision of our memories. Dennett calls these the Stalinesque or Orwellian
explanations, but after a detailed analysis (which | will leave to those of you that are interested), he finally notes that
both of these revisionist points of view depend on the subject having a single time sequenced point of view, which
aswe have already noted, is based on the idea that these experiences are presented to something (like a Cartesian
theater).

In either case both models can account for the observations. One saysthey are the results of unconsciously
discriminated contents, while the other saysthey are the result of consciously discriminated but forgotten contents.
In either case, subjects should be unable to tell the difference between misbegotten experiences and immediately
misremembered experiences. The two explanationsjust locate the mythical "place that it all happens" differently.
The point of the Multiple Drafts model isthat there is no need to locate the "place whereit all happens'. If one
wants to settle on some moment of processing as the moment of consciousness, it hasto be arbitrary. There isno
functional differences between that process and any prior stages and revisions that might be called unconscious or
preconscious.



Part 4
The Theater of the Consciousness Revisited

(I hope you all are reading these summaries because they are alot of work. Any criticism of these summariesis
welcome in any case.)

Dennett has argued that because of spatiotemporal "smearing" of what we call our "experience" in the brain, all the
evidencethereis or even could be, failsto distinguish between the perceptual revision (Stalinesque) or memory
revision (Orwellian) mechanisms of consciousness (for example the Phi experiment). Therefore Dennett argues that
there is no difference. But has Dennett pulled afast one on us and left out the possibility that there might be facts of
the matter that are unreachable by science, even if we include Dennett's "heterophenomenological” 3rd person
reports of our experiences?

As some have argued, the obvious fact of our immediate conscious experience, consist of such unreachable facts. It
might seem that while arguing against dualism (let's get rid of that spook stuff out of here), Dennett has " spirited
away" something that Descartes was actually right about; afunctional place where the items of phenomenology ...
are "projected".

As Nelson Goodman (1978) argues about Phi perception, that whether the process involves a delay of perception or
misremembered perception: "each of the intervening places along a path between the two flashesisfilled in... with
one of the flashed colors rather than with successive intermediate colors." Dennett argues that there is another
possibility: maybe the brain doesn't actually have to go to the trouble of "filling in" anything. Because thereis
nobody inyour head "looking".

As stated before, once a discrimination has been made, it does not have to be made again; the brain just adjuststo
the conclusion that is drawn, making the new interpretation of the information available for the modulation of
subsequent behavior and experience. Why should the brain bother to "produce” the "intervening places" in any case?
Why can't the brain just conclude that there was intervening motion and insert that retrospective conclusion into the
processing stream?

Dennett calls these speculations to a halt by asking whether "anyone™ isviewing all this"filling in". If the Cartesian
Theater is not viable, then so isthe idea of an audience of the Cartesian Theater for al thisfilling in" and viewing of
the "processing stream". Dennett agrees with Goodman that retrospectively the brain creates the content (the
judgment) that there was intervening motion, and then this content is made available to govern activity and leaveit's
mark on memory. But the Multiple Drafts Model goes one step further to claim that the brain does not go to the
trouble of "filling in" the blanks. The judgment has already been made so the brain can get on with other tasks.

Others (Kolers), have taken these experiments to indicate a much more radical metaphysics. That an experience
from onetimeis "projected" to another time. This metaphysicsis similar to Thomas Hobbes and other early thinkers
onh consciousness, because it seemed so obvious: after light from an object struck the eye and produced there akind
of "motion" that led something to "rebound” back out into the world. After all, Hobbes claimed, don't we "see" the
colors out there? Out there on the surfaces of objects?

Similarly, when you stub your toe, signalstravel up to your brain's pain centers which then "projects” the pain back
down to your toe whereit belongs. After, that'swhere you 'feel” the pain, isn't it? As recently asthe 1950's thisidea
was still taken seriously enough to provoke a British psychologist to write an article demolishing it.

Now the "projection” in time that some have argued to explain the Phi experiment, is not a projection into physical
space. Even when we hear a stereo recording "coming from a place in between the two speakersin aroom, we know
that the sound isn't really coming from between the speakers, it just seems that way to us." Some might say, the
guitar isn't being projected into physical space, it's being projected into say, "phenomenol ogical space.”

So where is this " phenomenological space"? Isit a physical place inside the brain? Maybe it's just a"logical space”
inside the brain. Not areal space, but akind of "experiential space”. The point being that the representation of the
experience is not the experience in the brain. Representations of space does not use "space in the brain”, and the
representations of time does not use "timein the brain"- at least at the short time scales at which our perceptions



function.

Why do people clingto an "experiential” projection in the brain as actually existing as "spatial" or "temporal"
propertiesin our brains? Because that's how the world outside our brainsis. It'sintuitive. Dennett's point is that these
"spatial” or "temporal" things do not need to be represented by space or timein our brains. Pain doesn't need to be
represented by "pain in the brain” and color doesn't need to be represented by "color in the brain.”

The astronomer’s rule applies to consciousness, "If you didn't write it down, it didn't happen”. The Multiple Drafts
Model would say that "writing it down" in memory iscriterial for consciousness. Thereisno reality of conscious
experience independent of the effects of these various vehicles of content and discrimination on subsequent actions
(and of course on memory). Dennett asks: "Consider if something happened in my perception, but it left itstrace on
me for only "amillionth of asecond," asin the Ariel Dorfman epigram. Whatever could it mean to say that | was,
however briefly and ineffectually, conscious of it? If there were a privileged Cartesian Theater somewhere, at least it
could mean that the film was jolly well shown there even if no one remembers seeing it. (So there!)"

As Dennett putsit: "The Cartesian Theater may be a comforting image because it preserves the reality/appearance
distinction at the heart of human subjectivity, but as well as being scientifically unmotivated, thisis metaphysically
dubious because it creates the bizarre category of the objectively subjective- the way things actually, objectively
seem to you even if they don't seem that way to you. The Multiple Drafts model could be considered a sort of first-
person operationalism, for it denies the possibility in principle of consciousness of a stimulus, in the absence of the
subject's belief in that consciousness.

Opposition to this type of operationalism usually appeals to facts beyond the possibility of observation, but the
objection backfires. "Just because you can't tell, by any preferred way, whether or not you were conscious of X, that
doesn't mean you weren't. Maybe you were conscious of X but just can't find any evidence for it!" Dennett asks:
Does anyone, upon reflection really want to claim this? Putative facts about consciousness that swim out of reach of
both "outside" and "inside" observers are strange facts indeed.

Some people presume that intuitively we can observe ourselves judging things, like the Phi experiment, as aresult of
those things seeming to be. No one however, has ever observed any such thing "intheir phenomenology" because
such afact about causation would be unobservable (as Hume noted long ago). In other words: do you judge that the
red spot moved right and changed color because it seemed to you to do so, or doesit seem to you to have moved
because that is your judgment?

These kinds of Cartesian Theater ways of thinking about our perceptions are popular because it's a place where
"seemings" can happen in addition to the "judging”. But postulating a"real seeming" in addition to the judging or
"talking" expressed in the subject's report is multiplying entities beyond necessity. It's even multiplying entities
beyond possibility because where else could this "seeming" be taking place unlessin a Cartesian Theater? Thereis
not only no audience in brain, there is no "presentation of seeming" either.

5. THE MULTIPLE DRAFTSMODEL IN ACTION

Dennett saysthat: "Visual stimuli evoketrains of eventsin the cortex that gradually yield discriminations of greater
and greater specificity. At different times and different places, various "decisions" or "judgments” are made; more
literally, parts of the brain are caused to go into states that discriminate different features, e.g., first mere onset of
stimulus, then location, then shape, later color (in adifferent pathway), later still (apparent) motion, and eventually
object recognition. These localized discriminative states transmit effectsto other places, contributing to further
discriminations, and so forth."

So of course we must ask: Where doesit all come together for consciousness?

"The answer is: Nowhere. Some of these distributed contentful states soon die out, leaving no further traces. Others
do leave traces, on subsequent verbal reports of experience and memory, on "semantic readiness' and other varieties
of perceptual set, on emotional state, behavioral proclivities, and so forth. Some of these effects — for instance,
influences on subsequent verbal reports— are at least symptomatic of consciousness. But thereisno one placein
the brain through which all these causal trains must passin order to deposit their content "in consciousness."



Dennett goes on to say: "As soon as any such discrimination has been accomplished, it becomes available for
eliciting some behavior, for instance a button-push (or a smile, or acomment), or for modulating some internal in-
formational state. For instance, a discrimination of a picture of adog might create a"perceptual set” — making it
temporarily easier to see dogs (or lor even just animals) in other pictures— or it might activate a particular semantic
domain, making it temporarily more likely that you read the word "bark™ as a sound, not a covering for tree trunks.
Aswe already noted, thismultitrack process occurs over hundreds of milli-seconds, during which time various
additions, incorporations, emendations, and overwritings of content can occur, in various orders. Theseyield, over
the course of time, something rather like a narrative stream or sequence, which can be thought of as subject to
continual editing by many processes distributed around in the brain, and continuing indefinitely into the future.
Contents arise, get revised, contribute to the interpretation of other contents or to the modulation of behavior (verbal
and otherwise), and in the process leave their traces in memory, which then eventually decay or get incorporated
into or overwritten by later contents, wholly or in part. This skein of contentsisonly rather like a narrative because
of its multiplicity; at any point in time there are multiple drafts of narrative fragments at various stages of editing in
various placesin the brain. While some of the contentsin these drafts will make their brief contributions and fade
without further effect — and some will make no contribution at all — otherswill persist to play avariety of rolesin
the further modulation of internal state and behavior and afew will even persist to the point of making their
presence known through press rel eases issued in the form of verbal behavior.”

Dennett goes on to explain what information we might obtain by "probing” this flow of various threads: "Probing
this stream at various intervals produces different effects, precipitating different narratives — and these are
narratives: single versions of a portion of "the stream of consciousness." If one delays the probe too long, the result
isapt to be no narrative left at all. If one probes "too early," one may gather dataon how early a particular
discrimination is achieved in the stream, but at the cost of disrupting the normal progression of the stream."

"Just what we are conscious of within any particular time duration is not defined independently of the probes we use
to precipitate a narrative about that period. Since these narratives are under continual revision, thereisno single
narrative that counts as the canonical version, the "first edition” in which are laid down, for all time, the events that
happened in the stream of consciousness of the subject, all deviations from which must be corruptions of the text.
But any narrative (or narrative fragment) that does get precipitated provides a"time line," a subjective sequence of
events from the point of view of an observer, that may then be compared with other time lines, in particular with the
objective sequence of events occurring in the brain of that observer. "

Dennett sums up the chapter with some observations that philosophers have discussed before:

"Y ou have probably experienced the phenomenon of driving for miles while engrossed in conversation (or in silent
soliloquy) and then discovering that you have utterly no memory of the road, the traffic, your car-driving activities.
It isasif someone else had been driving. Many theorists (myself included, | admit) have cherished this as afavorite
case of "unconscious perception and intelligent action.” But were you really unconscious of all those passing cars,
stop lights, bends in the road at the time? Y ou were paying attention to other things, but surely if you had been
probed about what you had just seen at various moments on the drive, you would have had at |east some sketchy
details to report. The "unconscious driving" phenomenon is better seen as a case of rolling consciousness with swift
memory loss."

Some other examples from Dennett of conscious and not conscious:;

"Areyou constantly conscious of the clock ticking? If it suddenly stops, you notice this, and you can say right away
what it isthat has stopped; the ticks "you weren't conscious of" up to the moment they stopped and "would never
have been conscious of" if they hadn't stopped are now clearly in your consciousness. An even more striking caseis
the phenomenon of being able to count, retrospectively in experience memory, the chimes of the clock which you
only noticed was striking after four or five chimes. But how could you so clearly remember hearing something you
hadn't been conscious of in the first place? The question betrays a commitment to the Cartesian model; there are no
fixed facts about the stream of consciousness independent of particular probes.”

By John Donovan



