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Extracts from Soren Overgaard, Wittgenstein and Other Minds
7. Other Minds and Expression

And if the play of expression develops, then indeed I can say that a soul, something inner, is developing. (LW I, § 947)

I will suggest that a more promising approach is to conceive of the human body and human bodily behavior as expressive of mind. …. Establishing such an expressive relation, to put it in very simple terms, means bringing mind and body much closer to each other than in the Cartesian scenario; and this involves that we rethink not only the notion of mind, but also that of body. If we are to make sense of the idea … that the mental stretches many arms out into our social lives, then we have to give up the idea of the body as some merely mechanical appendix to the mind. To put it differently, we have to stop viewing the corpse as the paradigm of the human body and focus instead on the lived and living body: the body of our loved one, and the body of the person we greet in the street.

As we attempt to further investigate the structure of expression, the later Wittgenstein can supply some good material for our discussion. Consider the following familiar passages:

“We see emotion.” – As opposed to what? – We do not see facial contortions and make the inference that he is feeling joy, grief, boredom. We describe a face immediately as sad, radiant, bored, even when we are unable to give any other description of the features. – Grief, one would like to say, is personified in the face. (RPP II, § 570; cf. Z, § 225)

Consciousness in another’s face. Look into someone else’s face, and see the consciousness in it, and a particular shade of consciousness. You see on it, in it, joy, indifference, interest, excitement, torpor, and so on. The light in other people’s faces. Do you look into yourself in order to recognize the fury in his face? It is there as clearly as in your own breast. (Z, § 220; RPP I, § 927; cf. LW I, § 769)

Of course, part of what Wittgenstein is doing here is to combat the Cartesian conception. This is clearly why he rejects the inferential model and the suggestion that one has to look “into” oneself, and notice one’s own feeling of anger, in order to establish that another is angry. But something else is going on as well. Wittgenstein almost poetically refers to “the light in other people’s faces”, and suggests that grief is something that can be “personified in the face”. Grief, joy, anger, agony, and so forth, is just as obviously present in the face of another person, as in one’s own breast, he says. Clearly, this involves a picture of the body, which is quite different from the way the proponents of the beetle model would construe the external appearance and behavior of a person. The face, and in fact the whole body of a human being, is not some mere material thing, and its movements not mere material movements, according to Wittgenstein. Rather, the bodily behavior of the other subject is itself, as it were, soaked with the meaning of mind.

So what should be gained from all this, according to Wittgenstein, is the insight that the mental lives of others is something that we can have cognitive access to; something that, under suitable circumstances, in various different ways and with varying degrees of certainty, can be directly seen in the facial and behavioral expressions of other persons. To use a familiar remark from the Philosophical Investigations, our perception of the mental state of another – when things go well – “do not stop anywhere short of the fact” itself (cf. PI, § 95).

Expression is essentially non-static. A completely static face would not be an expressive face. It is not an objection to this that we see painted or photographed faces as expressive, for these have a derived expressiveness; and when we look at a good photograph of a face, we often feel that it could start to speak, or change expression, at any moment. If someone would move around in the world with a completely fixed “expression” (any completely fixed expression), we would not perceive her as expressing anything (cf. Z, § 527). Expression only exists “in the play of the features”, as Wittgenstein says (RPP II, § 356). But it is not just the limitless variability that makes expression what it is. Rather, the play of expression is qualitatively different from the (endlessly variable) movements of objects in space (PI, § 284). But what is the special quality of expression? Wittgenstein again provides us with an important clue. Here is what he says in one of his sets of remarks on the “philosophy of psychology”, repeating his contention that I see emotions in the face of the other person, and at the same time introducing a quite different point:

In general I do not surmise fear in him – I see it. I do not feel that I am deducing the probable existence of something inside from something outside; rather it is as if the human face were in a way translucent and that I were seeing it not in reflected light but rather in its own. (RPP II, § 170)

This is not the only place where Wittgenstein speaks of the “light” in the human face (cf. Z, § 220, quoted above). But in the present passage, he is more specific. What is special about the “light” of the human face is that it is not something coming from the outside, something that the face merely reflects. Rather, the face emits “its own light”, he says.

And it is misleading to think of the real irritation as a facial expression of an inner face, so to speak, such that this facial expression is defined completely clearly, and that it is only the outer face that makes it uncertain whether the soul really has this expression. (LW II, p. 70)

The passage pinpoints the way in which we are tempted to make sense of what is going on in such a situation of uncertainty: namely, as a question of the relation between an “outer expression” and an “inner one”. But is that the way it is? I think Wittgenstein has a valid point here. The expression of irritation (angry glances, impatient movements and remarks, etc.) is the very picture of irritation; that is, when we feel inclined to make deception intelligible by driving a wedge between the (outer) expression and something inner, the natural way to do so is by imagining something like “inner glances”, “inner impatient movements”, and so forth. This is significant, because it indicates the central position that expression has in our lives. Thirdly, however, it is also misleading, since we cannot separate feeling and expression in this way. To think that we can is to imagine that the “inner feeling” is completely clearly defined in isolation from any outward expression (to subscribe to the beetle model, in other words). Yet, paradoxically, the very way one tries to make sense of this isolated “inner feeling” contains an essential reference to that (viz. expression) which one wanted to dispense with.

Thus, Wittgenstein and Levinas would ultimately argue that the possibilities of deception in important ways presuppose that mental life is originally something that is expressed:

I can perhaps even imagine (though it is not easy) that each of the people whom I see in the street is in frightful pain, but is artfully concealing it. And it is important that I have to imagine an artful concealment here. That I do not simply say to myself: “Well, his soul is in pain: but what has that to do with his body?” or “After all it need not shew in his body!” (PI, § 391)

The hunger of the dog is visible in its behavior in a way that simply does not allow for the possibility of deception; the happy smile of the baby is there, as the very picture of joy, before honesty and deception have any foothold.
 Deception, as Wittgenstein argues, can find a place only in a very complicated life-form (LW I, §§ 859-869). It is something we learn, and might be more or less good at, whereas some primitive expressions are there from very early on (pain, joy, hunger, anger; a little later, perhaps, confusion, amusement, etc.). Moreover, the uncertainties that deception make room for presuppose both that others are minded human beings, and that their inner life can, in suitable circumstances, be evident to me. As Wittgenstein says, “That an actor can represent grief shows the uncertainty of evidence, but that he can represent grief also shows the reality of evidence” (LW II, p. 67). That is, the existence of these uncertainties presupposes that feelings are (also) something that we express and thereby make visible to others. Unless grief had characteristic expressions, one could hardly feign it.
 To put it in Levinas’ words, “deceit and veracity already presuppose the absolute authenticity of the face […] whose epiphany itself is somehow a word of honor” (TI, p. 202). It is only because human behavior in general, and facial expression in particular, present “authentically” the mental life of human beings that deception becomes possible. If there were just a contingent relation between expression and feeling, then why would anyone ever be fooled (cf. LW II, pp. 35-36)?

Now we should be able to appreciate fully how the “expressive model” helps us overcome the Cartesian position, without jeopardizing the fundamental “Cartesian” intuition. The Cartesian ignores a crucial distinction between degree of certainty, evidence, etc. and kind of access. The Cartesian thinks the counterpart to my possible uncertainty regarding the mental states of another is her certainty, but precisely this is wrong. For I might be as certain about her mental states as is humanly possible, and still there would be a fundamental difference between us (LW I, § 963). It is quite possible to achieve as high a degree of certainty concerning another’s mental states as about anything else in life, but clearly the kind of access remains different. I could not possibly occupy the other’s perspective on the world, for then it would be my perspective. What I can (often) do, however, is to see, in and through her expressions, that she is feeling good, planning mischief, or whatever. But these expressions have her at their source, and they are therefore at the same time a vivid testimony to the fragility of my hold of her.

8. Expression and Ethics

Look at your patients more closely as human beings in trouble […]. I think in some sense you don’t look at people’s faces closely enough. (Wittgenstein, quoted in Drury 1984, p. 96) 
1. Introduction

I want to begin this final chapter by briefly returning to some remarks of Wittgenstein’s that, because of their behaviorist ring, have invited dissent from readers. Two types of remarks in particular interest me; they are, as I will argue, closely related. First, in several manuscripts, Wittgenstein claims that we have no interest in what goes on “inside” other persons (RPP II, § 561; LW II, pp. 33, 68). Secondly, in the Philosophical Investigations, he rejects as nonsensical the idea that I “am certain” that others are minded, and he claims that my relation to another person is fundamentally based on an “attitude towards a soul”, rather than an opinion to the effect that the other has a soul (PI, p. 178). Remarks such as these have worried some commentators. For example, referring to the latter remark, Kripke writes that it “sounds much too behavioristic for me. I personally would like to think that anyone who does not think of me as conscious is wrong about the facts, not simply ‘unfortunate’, or ‘evil’, or even ‘monstrous’ or ‘inhuman’, in his ‘attitude’” (Kripke 1982, pp. 48-9). Surely, we do have an interest in what goes on inside others; and surely, that others are minded is a fact that we ought to know about (and be certain about), rather than a mere projection of our feelings or attitudes. We ought, then, like Kripke, to react with suspicion to any philosopher who calls these elementary truths in question.

Detectable in Kripke’s response to Wittgenstein’s remarks, I want to suggest, is a tendency to think that “knowledge of facts” is somehow more important than “attitudes”. This tendency is not unrelated to our inclination to think it outrageous to claim that we are interested in the reactions, attitudes, and expressions of others, rather than what is “going on inside” them. Could these be two sides of a single philosophical prejudice? More precisely, could they be aspects of a prejudice in favor of a purely theoretical viewpoint on questions concerning intersubjectivity? For example, to refer again to Kripke’s comment, from one very natural point of view, it is more important, indeed far more important, whether a person is “evil”, “monstrous”, or “inhuman” in her “attitude” towards others, than whether she is right or wrong about certain facts about others.

Look at your patients more closely as human beings in trouble and enjoy the opportunity you have to say ‘good night’ to so many people. This alone is a gift from heaven which many people would envy you. And this sort of thing ought to heal your frayed soul, I believe. It won’t rest it; but when you are healthily tired you can just take a rest. I think in some sense you don’t look at people’s faces closely enough. (Drury 1984, p. 96)

The first thing to note is that in some contexts, the concept of “face” seems to be connected with the idea of people as particular persons. What I mean is not so much that we often recognize people by their faces. I am more interested in the kind of notion of face that we are working with when we speak, for example, of “putting faces” on the victims of a disaster. One might hear and read so much about third world tragedies that the victims tend to become mere numbers in the statistics. To put “faces” on the victims is to remind oneself that the lives of particular people – of real human beings of flesh and blood – are at stake. This is one important connotation that Levinas wants to evoke with the concept of face: relating to people as a gray, faceless mass is not relating ethically to them. To relate to people as mere specimen of homo sapiens, anonymous and replaceable, or as numbers in statistics, is not to relate to people as people (cf. Levinas 1969, p. 22). Relating to people as faces, by contrast, is relating to them as particular and in a certain sense irreplaceable human beings. Something akin to this respect for the particular person is, I think, also echoed in Wittgenstein’s statement that “cry of distress cannot be greater than that of one human being” (CV, p. 52).

As Wittgenstein puts it, the relation between “inner” and “outer” is just a “picture-like representation” of the intersubjective asymmetry, and precisely not some metaphysical fact that explains the asymmetry (LW II, p. 68).

� The smile of an infant is a very good example to show why it is a mistake to claim (as Stuart Hampshire [1976] seems to do) that expression can be made intelligible universally as the “residue” that remains when actions aimed at bringing about changes in the world are inhibited for one reason or another. The smile of an infant is surely not such a residue. Rather, it is simply a primitive natural expression of joy. 


� Good actors, indeed, can be so convincing that it can be hard to believe that they are not feeling something like the emotions that they are displaying. (Incidentally, many of the actors we admire on the screen today have been trained in so-called “method acting”, in which a central idea is that the best way to portray feelings and emotions is to call up, in a controlled way, the appropriate feelings and emotions in oneself.)





