I recently re-read a 2002 paper by philosopher and blogger Eric Schwitzgebel. The abstract is sure
to catch the eye of people interested in cultural effects on cognition:
In the 1950s, dream researchers commonly thought that dreams were predominantly a black and
white phenomenon, although both earlier and later treatments of dreaming assume or assert that
dreams have color. The first half of the twentieth century saw the rise of black and white film media,
and it is likely that the emergence of the view that dreams are black and white was connected to this
change in film technology. If our opinions about basic features of our dreams can change with
changes in technology, it seems to follow that our knowledge of the experience of dreaming is much
less secure than we might at first have thought it to be. The paper asks a fascinating question and
the answer he proposes is the least improbable I can think of to explain the shift (assuming it's real).
But I do not believe a word of it.
Schwitzgebel presents two kinds of evidence: first, there is anecdotal evidence from the history of
philosophy and psychology that intellectuals have considered dreams to be colored untill the
beginning of the twentieth century. At that time, psychologists changed their view of dreams
radically and began to think that dreamers saw their dreams in black and white, for a brief period of
fifty years at most. One important factor in the demise of their view was the fact that, in the REM
experiments of the 1960s, people woken up directly after REM periods reported that they had just
had colour dreams. Note that Schwitzgebel's data concerning philosophers are very sketchy and
focus on a handful of celebrities such as Aristotle and Descartes. I took a very cursory tour of the
medieval litterature on dreams and I did not see any color except white. But this, too, is anecdotal.
Parallel to that thread of evidence, there are the answers people gave to various American
questionnaires, beginning in 1942. From that date to 1958, only a minority of people (never more
than 30%) claims to dream in colors. At the beginning of the 1960s, reports from REM sleepers
replace questionnaires. As we saw, REM sleepers reported mostly colored dreams. Only at the end of
the 1998s do we have additional questionnaires, but the quality of the data is questionable (e.g. an
America-Online poll and a survey of 64 undegrad sutdents of Schwitzgebel's). In all these
questionaires, the proportion of people who claim to have dreams in black and white is greatly
variable, but it never comes remotely close to 1958 levels.
Now, Schwitzgebel's point is that the rise of colored motion pictures and TV are responsible for the
observed shift. There are two problems with this explanation: first, the rise of color film medias was
a gradual phenomenon, whereas, if we believe the data as interpreted by Schwitzgebel, the shift was
effected in no more than 4 years. In one 1958 questionnaire, 9% of Americans claim to have colored
dreams. In one of the first REM experiments, published in 1962, 82% of subjects reported one
colored dream. This pattern is by no means exceptional, you can find it by comparing any 1950s
questionnaire and any REM study.
Second, the shift and the history of color film medias just don't match. By the middle of the 1950s,
the late golden age of Hollywood, most films are already colored, following the dismantling of
Technicolor in 1951 by antitrust laws, and the rise of rival technologies. But Americans are still
dreaming in black and white, and they will be at least until 1958. If you look at TV in that same
period, on the contrary, it is predominantly black and white (less than 3% of TVs are color TVs in
1964), and virtually every American household has one. The problem is, the shift to color TV will
happen much later, in the 1970s. Much before that time, in the early 1960s, the vast majority of
REM sleepers is already having colored dreams, and will continue to do so for the remaining of the
decade, even though people tend to go to the movies less often, and spend, as they do today, a huge
amount of time watching (black and white) TV.

I still find the paper fascinating, but I don't know what to make of the phenomenon. Maybe some of
you have hypotheses, and/or views to share concerning the color of dreams in the places where you
work?

