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‘We stand, as it were, behind the wall of the body, sheltered from the eyes of others in the recesses of our mind’ (Gregory the Great); ‘Consciousness is as clear in his face and behaviour, as in myself.’ (Wittgenstein). Who is right?


“The face is the soul of the body.”
― Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations

Introduction 

In his Commentary on Job, an extensive piece of written work rich in allegory and symbolism, which raises questions about our system of ethics and human morality, Pope Gregory I, also known as Saint Gregory the Great, who served as the bishop of Rome from 590 until his death in 604, wrote the following words: ‘We stand, as it were, behind the wall of the body, sheltered from the eyes of others in the recesses of our mind: but when we wish to reveal ourselves we come forth, with speech as the gateway, in order to show our inner selves.’ (Kerr, 1997, p.80). Saint Gregory the Great’s words are hardly surprising, since Christians have almost always been Mind-Body dualists due to their belief in a material body and a nonmaterial soul. Even as early as the fifth century AD, St. Augustine argued that understanding other people’s mental states was not feasible: ‘For even when a living body is moved, there is no way opened to our eyes to see the mind, a thing which cannot be seen by the eyes…’ (Avramides, 2020). This theory already existed in the mind of a towering figure of Western philosophy, Plato (428-347 BC).  In his Dialogues, Plato drew a clear distinction between the spirit and the flesh and believed that ‘the true substances are not physical bodies, which are ephemeral, but the eternal Forms of which bodies are imperfect copies’ (Robinson, 2020). Plato's Theory of Forms had a profound effect on Neo-Platonic Christians, who believed that the soul was the true substance of the human being, while the body was just a shadow of these Forms. As a consequence, Gregory the Great’s words echo the possibility that other minds might not resemble our own and that we might never be able to understand the minds of others, because their experiences are subjective.
Austrian-British philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) fervently criticised theories of Cartesian dualism and supported the view that sentience equals consciousness and that we cannot separate appearance and reality. In Wittgenstein’s words, ‘consciousness is as clear in his face and behaviour, as in myself’, in other words, a human being can be conscious and aware of the consciousness of others. For Wittgenstein, the ego (person or consciousness) has to be connected with the physical world ‘or else it is not identified at all’ (Pears, 1996, p.52). An ego not connected to a physical body could also be interpreted as ‘collective consciousness of all human beings’ (Pears, 1996, p.52), which would invalidate individual existence. 
This essay is going to discuss the epistemological question whether we can have knowledge of other minds, the argument that this knowledge can be acquired from our experiences, René Descartes’ scepticism about the matter and Ludwig Wittgenstein’s counter-argument that we can, indeed, understand other minds, irrespective of direct experience and/or the help of human language. Conclusions will be drawn based on argument strength and plausibility but could potentially favour elements from both sides.
Solipsism and The Problem of Other Minds 
The problem of other minds emerged in the mid-20th century out of a need to question our ability of knowing the actual existence of other people and their inner thoughts compared to ours. How do we know whether other people exist and what they feel, think or experience? We can only observe what they show us but we have no direct knowledge of their thoughts or experiences. In his 1739 A Treatise of Human Nature, David Hume (1711–1776) aptly formulated a similar idea in the Appendix: ‘Philosophers begin to be reconcil'd to the principle, that we have no idea of external substance, distinct from the ideas of particular qualities. This must pave the way for a like principle with regard to the mind, that we have no notion of it, distinct from the particular perceptions’ (Hume in Mannison, 1987, p.138).
This sceptical stance towards the problem of other minds is known as solipsism, the belief that the external world does not exist and everything exists only in our mind. The contents of the mind are private and no one else has access to them. There is, therefore, no direct access to the thoughts of others. With his now famous quote Cogito Ergo Sum (I think therefore I am), Descartes argued that individuals perceive concepts such as thinking and feeling by first understanding how they feel and think themselves, by perceiving their own mental states. 17th century philosopher George Berkeley even challenged the existence of objects per se and believed that since the human brain perceives ordinary objects such as houses and mountains but also ideas, then ordinary objects are also ideas: ‘… it is evident the production of ideas or sensations in our minds, can be no reason why we should suppose matter or corporeal substances, since that is acknowledged to remain equally inexplicable with, or without this supposition’ (Berkeley in Downing, 2021).
Is it ever possible to truly know what other minds think and feel? Can we understand their mental states? Do we judge how they feel by analogy, in other words by comparing our familiar experiences to theirs and concluding that they are the same? Is this analogical inference sufficient to solve the epistemological problem of other minds? 

Descartes’ Scepticism
In his Meditations, French philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650) argued that there were two kinds of substance, matter and mind: ‘the body is material (corporeal) and the mind is immaterial (incorporeal)’ (Blum, n.d.). His theory was based on the Christian immaterial soul, which he described as a ‘true immaterial substance with an essence’ (Blum, n.d.). Descartes argued that human intellect is ‘purely spiritual and distinct from the whole body’ (Blum, n.d.). He also believed that humans possess ‘animal spirits’ (Blum, n.d.), which enable the mind to work closely with the body, in order to process semi-automatic sense perceptions, feelings and other sensations, which would otherwise require a close mind-body cooperation. To complicate matters, Descartes introduced the idea of an evil demon, who constantly made him doubt about how external things appeared. While he was certain about how things appeared to him, how could he know how things appeared to others? 
So far, Descartes’ theory was based exclusively on how his mind was related to his body and how he would interpret his own experiences. However, would his theory be applicable to him in relation to others? Can we ever know how others feel or think if the body is a machine and it is separate from the body? Even more so, if that ‘machine’ cannot even produce ‘different arrangements of words so as to give an appropriately meaningful answer to whatever is said in its presence, as the dullest of men can do’ (Descartes, 1637). 
The evil demon had set out to deceive him: ‘There is, first of all, the possibility that all our ordinary judgments about physical objects and the relations between them are mistaken: there is a physical world, but it is not what we think it is’ (Hausman & Hausman, 1997, p.29). With these words, Descartes introduces scepticism into our understanding of other minds by observation, since all the evidence we have is others’ observable behaviour, which is insufficient. The problem of other minds essentially questions direct knowledge. Mental states can only be known first-hand and physical experiences of others are based on their behaviour but since the knowledge of mental states is accessible only privately, knowledge of others’ behaviour is impossible. To conclude, Descartes avoided addressing the solipsistic aspect of his argument by appealing to the benevolence of God as Creator of man. God, according to the French philosopher, does not deceive and exists in order to connect man’s solitary consciousness with the external world of objects and human beings: ‘A non-deceiving God would guarantee the veracity of clear and distinct perception (…). The survival (until now) of our species would prove that our conception of the external world is adequate for survival, hence true’ (Lagerspetz, 2002, p.12).
Dretske and The Reliability Condition
[bookmark: _Hlk118748408]American philosopher Fred Dretske (1932–2013) argued that the main obstacle to knowledge of another’s mind is the fact that the mind is unobservable. Although we can see the smile, we cannot know what there is behind the smile; we can see the angry person but we cannot observe the anger. Dretske draws a distinction between ‘epistemic and non-epistemic seeing’ (Avramides, 2020), in other words acknowledging that ‘someone is wealthy without seeing the wealth’ (Avramides, 2020) in exactly the same way one would observe a happy person without seeing the happiness. There is a way, therefore, for us to obtain knowledge of other minds. However, are we certain that what the person sitting next to us is displaying is definitely anger? Dretske acknowledged that in order for this argument to be plausible, there has to be one condition, the reliability condition. We need to know that the conditions are reliable in order for us to draw a plausible conclusion. So, how do we know that Tom is definitely angry? ‘What he holds is that under certain conditions and to those who know Tom well—such as his wife—his behaviour can be taken to be a reliable indicator of his anger’ (Avramides, 2020). Knowledge of another’s mental state is, in this way, feasible. That is not to say, however, that it is limitless and infallible. We ought to accept that our mindreading abilities have limitations and are ‘subject to reflective correction’ (Nagel, 2011, p.33), as all human perceptual systems do.
The Argument from Analogy
[bookmark: _Hlk117280100]The Argument from Analogy allows us to infer other people’s inner states and feelings by first acknowledging that these people are similar to us and secondly concluding that these very states and feelings must be similar to ours. In his 1739 Treatise of Human Nature, David Hume argues that instances must be similar, whether we have actually experienced them or not: ‘…instances, of which we have had no experience, must resemble those, of which we have had experience, and that the course of nature continues always uniformly the same’ (Henderson, 2020). English philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) argued that the experience of his own states of feeling offers sufficient evidence that other human beings have feelings like him, because, ‘first, they have bodies like me (…) and because, secondly, they exhibit the acts, and other outward signs, which in my own case I know by experience to be caused by feelings’ (Thomas, 2001, p. 509). These ideas seem to have also been endorsed by John Locke in his 1689 An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Although ideas exist in the mind of the person using them, when these are communicated, there must be some common ground in order for communication to exist in the first place: ‘What I mean by ‘red’, for instance, is not, directly, the colour of the tomato, but the sensation I have of the colour of the tomato (…) It’s as though I associate the word with the sensation, saying the word ‘red’ in my head, while keeping the sensation of red in mind’ (Lacewing, n.d).
Descartes’ notorious views on animals could also be used as a test of the validity of inference based on analogy; Descartes saw animals as automata, ‘non-conscious pieces of clockwork machinery’ (Wee, 2005) and ruled out the possibility of them thinking rationally. However, as we discover more and more about animal sentience, the relationship between mind and body and the similarities between human and non-human animals, any possible inference from analogy enables us to connect these two worlds more easily. In Anthropocentrism: A Misunderstood Problem, Professor of Environmental Political Theory Tim Hayward reflected upon the moral inconsistency of our treatment towards animals: ‘If it is wrong in the human case to inflict avoidable physical suffering because humans are sentient beings, then it would be morally arbitrary to allow the inflicting of suffering on other sentient beings’ (Hayward, 1997). Inferring the mental states of animals, however, is not an easy task because of language barriers and, quite possibly, the very different mental states and environmental influences these animals experience, to which we are mere observers.
The Argument from Analogy is plausible but highly problematic for many reasons. Firstly, we ‘fake’ emotions. How do we know what is inside one’s mind when they smile? Is it genuine or are they faking it? Secondly, we supress emotions. Sometimes we are more upset, distressed or anxious than what we show other people. If others also do the same is consciousness as clear in their face and behaviour, as in ourselves, as Wittgenstein says? Thirdly, we manipulate our emotions according to circumstances. When our companion rabbit dies, we are upset but perhaps we appear strong for our children. What is the real emotion in this instance, grief or courage? Last but not least, mental states are also experienced by non-human animals but inference in this instance is more challenging, since these very states and feelings are less similar to ours.
The Problem of Other Minds and the Argument from Best Explanation
An alternative way to infer other people’s inner states and feelings would be the Argument from Best Explanation, in other words for the observer to compare sets of observed facts of behaviour and to draw a conclusion based on the most plausible explanation. In order for us to understand other people’s mental states, the mind, however, should be closely related to behaviour, otherwise the conclusion would be unreliable. The conclusion would also draw from the argument from analogy, because the understanding of stress behaviour, for example, would have to be derived from our own personal experiences of the relationship between the inner state of stress and stress behaviour: ‘Without the behaviourist’s entailment relation between pain behaviour and pain, it seems that the best we can do is to argue by analogy from our own experiences of the relationship between us having mental states and behaving in certain ways’ (Reynolds, 2010, p. 4). 
When used to draw a conclusion from a set of observed facts of behaviour, the Argument from Best Explanation suffers from a vital flaw; people with afflictions such as autism or Asperger syndrome tend to avoid looking at other people's faces because simultaneous facial movements cause them tremendous anxiety: ‘The face, to some of these subjects, is not simply an overwhelming flood of data to be processed, but rather “an overwhelming presence of another.” (…) Autistic persons, it would seem, feel, in a very concrete way, the “dread” of the “otherness of others” that Wisdom speaks of’ (Overgaard, 2005). Furthermore, the same feeling, for example happiness, can be expressed in different ways by different people. How can we be certain the feeling experienced is indeed happiness? ‘We can spot apples across huge variations in the basic looks properties they perceptually manifest to us. (…) And we don’t consistently find the kinds of contextual clues or background beliefs that would fill in the gaps’ (McNeill, n.d.).
Wittgenstein on Other Minds, Consciousness and Language
[bookmark: _Hlk117187507][bookmark: _Hlk118910397]Ludwig Wittgenstein challenged Cartesians and other sceptics, who argued that the mental life of others is inaccessible to us and that there is always uncertainty regarding a direct experience of someone else’s feelings. Sceptics of Cartesian dualism, such as Wittgenstein, argued that we, humans, have intuitions, various means of communication and experiences, which convey our mental states and let us into the inner world of others. According to Wittgenstein, ‘emotional expressions operate as public manifestations of emotional experience’ (Mascolo, 2009), people use words to classify emotional experience and behaviour, make their judgments based on these words and continue to do so until the experience/behaviour changes. As a result, Wittgenstein argues that ‘third-person observers can know another's emotional experience’ (Mascolo, 2009).
In a passage from Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein invited individuals to imagine that they each have a box containing a beetle. The only way these individuals could possibly know what a beetle looks like would be by looking at their own, without looking into the box of others. The word ‘beetle’, Wittgenstein argued, would not mean anything to these individuals, if they had not seen their own beetle in the box, and knew what it looks like. The name itself is of no significance, as it could point to anything – or even nothing: ‘That is to say: if we construe the grammar of the expression of sensation on the model of ‘‘object and designation’’ the object drops out of consideration as irrelevant’ (Wittgenstein in Overgaard, 2005, p. 252). For Wittgenstein, emotional expressions are, therefore, not simply behaviours isolated in the private world of an individual but instead, ‘they are public manifestations of emotional experiences’ (Bennett, & Hacker, 2004). However, one should always bear in mind that mental states always owe their identity to their owners and will always be dependent on the owners’ habitual behavioural and linguistic patterns.
Wittgenstein on Criteria and The Private Language Argument
Most people use words to convey a meaning to others. The speaker knows the intention of these words but does the recipient also know? Can these words be misinterpreted or missed? Is all communication ultimately just guesswork of hidden intentions? In The Blue Book, Wittgenstein argued that in order to know something, there must be a criterion, which would serve as evidence for this knowledge. For example, the way to know that someone has a toothache would be to observe this person’s behaviour, whether it is clutching their cheek or a red patch on it: ‘Then when I see a red patch on a subject's cheek, I can know that she has a toothache even if I do not observe the relevant criteria’ (Witherspoon, 2011). Wittgenstein associates criteria with language because according to him, mental states and behaviour can only be understood through language. 
In his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein introduces the private language argument, the idea that the words of this language can only be understood by the person speaking it and no other person can understand it: ‘The words of this language are to refer to what only the speaker can know — to his immediate private sensations. So another person cannot understand the language’ (Candlish & Wrisley, 2019). Wittgenstein ‘externalised’ language and argued that in order for us to understand intentions, we need to use language in the right context, in accordance with the pattern of the linguistic term used by a specific community. Wittgenstein argued that the function of (human) language is not just to convey thoughts but language is also ‘a tools of social interaction’ (Witek, 2003). According to Wittgenstein, language is rather ‘the social process of verbal communication that provides our thoughts with mental content’ (Witek, 2003). Wittgenstein rejected the idea of a fixed meaning in everyday language and argued that it is closely interwoven with action, circumstance and/or communication: ‘These background activities are depicted in language, they are used to describe our histories, our wants and desires and they are shaped as much by social contexts that we attempt to fit ourselves into as our socially constructed inner self from which we also act out’ (Shotter in McLaren, p. 3, 2009). John Locke and Bertrand Russell both argued that words are linked to ideas and that the primary purpose of language is communication: ‘Communication in everyday practices routinizes, integrates, and habituates engagement with others. Habits vary, but urban environments reward efficient communication’ (Goodnight, 2013).
So, can we decode emotional states?
Descartes’ formulation ‘I think, therefore I am’ made him famous (or rather notorious) for defending ‘an abysmal separation between body and mind…’ (Urban, 2018). However, what is not widely known is that Descartes also believed these two different worlds were also unified stating ‘I have no doubt that the mind begins to think at the same time that it is infused into the body of an infant, and that it is at the same time conscious of its own thought ...’ (Descartes in Urban, 2018). I would personally reject the idea that mind and body can exist separately and defend the behaviourist position that mental states require behavioural dispositions, which of course involve bodily movement. Mental states, therefore, require a body, so mind without body is an inconceivable concept.
How do we, therefore, conclude on the right method of understanding minds in other bodies other than our own? At the end of the day, is there objectivity in observing someone’s emotions, since this is an inner state private to each individual? On the other hand, is there not a common code of observation, under which we all decode emotional states? Finally, are these codes reliable enough for the observer to decipher emotional life accurately? ‘These difficulties follow as the consequence of the perennial tendency to separate a private ‘‘inner’’ sphere of mental activity from a public ‘‘outer’’ domain of observable behavior’ (Mascolo, p. 259, 2009).
The Argument from Analogy, discussed above, harbours a weakness: the conclusion that what applies to one applies to all. My cat has green eyes; I therefore conclude that all cats have green eyes. Furthermore, when it comes to invisible inner states, the matter becomes more complex. The fundamental problem with this argument is the validity of the source, which should also be applicable to the target case. Are the source’s qualities the same to those of the target case? Can we relate to the mental state of someone clinically diagnosed with a mental illness? The analogy could only be valid if the properties were similar: ‘Reasoning by grounded analogy involves projecting a property from source to target on the basis that the fact that a source’s having the similarities cited in the analogy totally grounds its having the projected property’ (Godden & Grey, 2021). 
Conclusion
To conclude, I would tend to agree with Wittgenstein, who argued that emotions externalise emotional experiences. Emotions are not inherently meant to be hidden from observers but can only be read based upon behaviour and activity. In order for emotions to be identified, the observer needs to go through a process, which involves identification and reflection. However, none of this can be (easily) achieved without language. In his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein said that if a lion could speak, we could not understand him and that the meaning of a word is its use in the language; he is absolutely right. He reiterates that, for example, a word as simple as ‘good’ can have multiple meanings. Words facilitate identification and classification of emotion: ‘To identify emotions in others, observers use everyday emotion words to make intuitive, pre-reflective classifications of another’s emotional experience’ (Mascolo, p. 272, 2009). Furthermore, Wittgenstein argues that we tend not to base our observations about human behaviour on one individual, as this could be subjective and risky. We tend to observe, sketch and judge a variety of people: ‘What determines our judgment, our concepts and reactions, is not what one man is doing now, an individual action, but the whole hurly-burly of human actions, the background against which we see any action’ (Schalkwyk, 1995). At the end of the day, subjective experiences are not one-dimensional. We observe the lives and emotional output of others, which develop within a social context and draw ‘sense from their interrelationships’ (Braver, 2012). Wittgenstein’s understanding of behaviour is holistic; his primary concern is not the mysterious but the background to why we do what we do. A ‘synopsis of trivialities’ (Shotter, 1996), which reflects consciousness as clear in someone’s face and behaviour, as in ourselves.
Our own personal mental states and emotions might be different to how we perceive someone else’s. However, both emotional expressions are part of the human experience, either experienced by us directly, or perceived by us as emotional output of others. Other minds are accessible to us through logical connection between the body and the mind, the mental and the physical. Otherwise, how would we distinguish between an inanimate object and a conscious human or non-human animal? Wittgenstein once said that the human body is the best picture of the human soul and, most of the time, that is the case. Not always.
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