Facial expression and arrangements of facial flesh

(Extract from David Cockburn, ‘Human beings and giant squids’ Philosophy, vol 69 no 268, 1994)

I have focused so far on differences between the bodies of human beings and those of other species. It may be said that what is relevant to the analogical reasoning is not so much the bodily form of the other creature as its behaviour, and that here the simi​larities between human beings and members of other species are inescapable.
In assessing this suggestion we can usefully begin with a case within the human realm: a case where this move might seem to have unambiguous force. Consider the white slave owner who insists that his black slaves do not suffer as 'we' do when one of their children dies. Can we not point out to him that, while there are bodily differences between his slaves and those people—mem​bers of his own race—who, he agrees, feel deep grief on the death of a child, the grieving black mother behaves just as the grieving white mother does? And will that not make it very difficult for him to hold on to his claim that what the two women feel is very differ​ent? Well, perhaps he can be made to concede that the two women behave in the same way in the sense that both are off their food, walk more slowly than usual, utter similar words, and so on. But he may add that if you really want to know what they are feeling you need to focus on more fine-grained features than these. You must look into their faces. And when he looks into the black moth​er's face he sees nothing which he is inclined to describe as 'deep grief’. Any more, perhaps, than we can see 'deep grief in the face of, or hear 'deep grief in the bleating of, the sheep whose lamb has just died
.
Our racist can, perhaps, be compelled to concede
 that the movements of the black face and the white face described in geometrical terms are very similar: 'The pupil contracted by % mm, the left hand corner of the mouth rose by %mm . . .'. Suppose then that we kept a record of these movements over a period of a month after the death of the child. Would our racist not have to grant that these unambiguous behavioural similarities provide an over​whelming case for the claim that the two women feel much the same?
It is not at all clear that he would; for it is quite unclear why he needs to accept that it is similarities at this level of description which are relevant to a well grounded ascription of mental states to others. At any rate, in practice we tend to attach much greater sig​nificance to the similarity between these faces:
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than to that between these:
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The insistence that our racist is wrong not to be impressed by the similarity in the facial contortions described in geometrical terms does, surely, stand in some need of defence; and, as the above drawings should make clear, it is also likely to have some startling implications for our normal ascriptions of emotion on the basis of what we see in a person's face. But what concerns me more here is this. If it is held that it is similarities at this level which are crucial to the analogical reasoning then the fragility of the move from human beings to other species will become uncomfortably clear.
Singer speaks of 'pain behaviour' which is common to human beings and many other species: 'writhing, facial contortions, moaning, yelping or other forms of calling, attempts to avoid the source of pain, appearance of fear at the prospect of its repetition, and so on' (op. cit., 11). The last two similarities listed here are unlikely to do much work in our argument with the sceptic: one who needs convincing that dogs are capable of feeling pain will no doubt also need convincing that they 'attempt' to do certain things, or that they show signs of fear. Thus, if he could see fear in the dog's behaviour he is unlikely to need an argument to convince him that there is also pain to be seen there
. The same point may well apply to our description of the dog as 'writhing', 'moaning' and 'calling'. We need to move to a level of description which is closer to the 'geometrical' if we are to have a serious chance of securing our sceptic's agreement that the dog, or the squid, does behave in the ways described. However, the closer that we get to-this level the less clear it will become that these creatures do 'behave in ways like us'; rather, the more clear it will become that they do not.
Certainly we can hear pain in the dog's yelp. But described in 'geometrical' terms—in terms of pitch, tone and so on—the sound that the dog produces is quite different from that produced by a human being in pain. I am not sure how we would react if a human being made that noise, but I very much doubt that we would take it to be straightforwardly clear that this was a sign of pain. The case of the dog's 'facial contortions' raises a more funda​mental difficulty. At the level of a geometrical description the dog's face is radically different from a human face. With many breeds of dog the differences start at the most basic structural level: in place of the relatively flat surface in which eyes, nose and mouth are embedded we have a protruding cone. This difference has immediate implications for the possible placing and structure of the mouth: described in geometrical terms a spaniel's mouth is, and inevitably so, radically different from a human mouth
. And that difference inevitably makes it obscure what it could mean to say that 'the dog's mouth moved just as that human being's mouth moved'. Similar points have equally clear application at the level  of total bodily form. Given the radical difference in structure, in geometrical terms, between the body of a human being and that of a giant squid it is quite obscure what it could mean to say that, in these terms, 'the squid's body moved very much as does the body of a human being who is afraid'.
We may find these radical differences surprising when they are brought to our attention, because what we see on a dog is so unam​biguously a face and what we see in the giant squid is so unam​biguously fear. The lesson, however, is that radically different geometrical arrangements of matter may all be faces, and radically different movements of matter may all be instances of a creature fleeing fearfully. My point, then, has not been that dogs do not sometimes behave as human beings do when they are in pain, that squids do not sometimes behave as human beings do when they are afraid, and so on. On the contrary, what struck me about the giant squid might be expressed in the words: 'It behaved so like a frightened human being'. No doubt the truth that most of us will see in those words contributes to the illusion that we might use this similarity, as Singer hopes to, to provide an argument for our conviction that giant squids suffer fear. But this is an illusion; for the similarity appealed to will only be seen by one who does not need that argument

� For a highly illuminating discussion which is relevant to this point see Raimond Gaita, Good and Evil (London: Macmillan, 1991), 158-65.





� Assuming that it is true. Part of my point in all of this could be put by saying that most of us probably have very little idea to just what extent it is true. I should note here that when I speak of a 'description in geometrical terms' I am concerned with any form of description which it is plausible to suppose that someone could be compelled to accept no matter how sceptical he was about feelings in other races or other species. I make no judgement on the question of whether geometrical description is really the most plausible candidate for that role.





� Closely related points may have an application to the following pas��sage: 'An adult male, reclining in the shade after a good meal, reaching�benignly to play with an infant or idly groom an adult female, is clearly in�a good mood. When he sits with bristling hair, glaring at his subordinates�and threatening them, with irritated gestures, if they come too close, he is�clearly feeling cross and grumpy. We make these judgments because the�similarity of so much of a chimpanzee's behaviour to our own permits us�to empathize.'  Jane  Goodall,   Through a  Window (London:  Penguin,�1990), 14. It is the last sentence which is suggestive of a mistake.





� Just where would one place a human shaped mouth on a spaniel's�head if instructed to place it at the same point as it occupies on a human�head?








