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Handout for ‘Other minds (ii): my experience of others’
Yes, in the sea of life enisled,

With echoing straits between us thrown,

Dotting the shoreless watery wild,

We mortal millions live alone.
[Matthew Arnold, ‘To Marguerite’]

No … it isn’t that I want to be alone,

But that everyone’s alone – or so it seems to me.

They make noises, and think they are talking to each other,

They make faces, and think they understand each other.

And I’m sure that they don’t. Is that a delusion?

[T.S. Eliot, The Cocktail Party.]
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
Ludwig Wittgenstein
218. I interpret words; yes--but do I also interpret looks? Do I interpret a facial expression as threatening or kind?--That may happen.


Suppose I said: "It is not enough to perceive the threatening face, I have to interpret it."--Someone whips out a knife at me and I say "I conceive that as a threat."

219. We don't understand Chinese gestures any more than Chinese sentences.

220. 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.


(And what do we want to say now? That someone else's face stimulates me to imitate it, and that I therefore feel little movements and muscle-contractions in my own face and mean the sum of these? Nonsense. Nonsense,--because you are making assumptions instead of simply describing. If your head is haunted by explanations here, you are neglecting to remind yourself of the most important facts.)

221. "Consciousness is as clear in his face and behaviour, as in myself."

222. We do not see the human eye as a receiver, it appears not to let anything in, but to send something out. The ear receives; the eye looks. (It casts glances, it flashes, radiates, gleams.) One can terrify with one's eyes, not with one's ear or nose. When you see the eye you see something going out from it. You see the look in the eye.

223. "If you only shake free from your physiological prejudices, you will find nothing queer about the fact that the glance of the eye can be seen too." For I also say that I see the look that you cast at someone else. And if someone wanted to correct me and say that I don't really see it, I should take that for pure stupidity.


On the other hand I have not made any admissions by using that manner of speaking, and I should contradict anyone who told me I saw the glance 'just the way' I see the shape and colour of the eye.


For 'naïve language', that is to say our naïve, normal way of expressing ourselves, does not contain any theory of seeing--does not show you a theory but only a concept of seeing. 

224. Get a human being to give angry, proud, ironical looks; and now veil the face so that only the eyes remain uncovered--in which the whole expression seemed concentrated: their expression is now surprisingly ambiguous.
225. "We see emotion."--As opposed to what?--We do not see facial contortions and make inferences from them (like a doctor framing a diagnosis) to 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.


This belongs to the concept of emotion.

(Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations)
We describe a face immediately as sad, radiant, bored, even when we are unable to give any other description of the features. (Wittgenstein, Zettel, 225
Think of the recognition of facial expressions. Or of the description of facial expressions--which does not consist in giving the measurements of the face! Think, too, how one can imitate a man's face without seeing one's own in a mirror. (Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations 285)
One can terrify with one's eyes. (Wittgenstein, Zettel, 222)
It is a help here to remember that it is a primitive reaction to tend, to treat, the part that hurts when someone else is in pain; and not merely when oneself is--and so to pay attention to other people's pain-behaviour, as one does not pay attention to one's own pain behaviour. But what is the word "primitive" meant to say here? Presumably that this sort of behaviour is pre-linguistic: that a language-game is based on it, that it is the prototype of a way of thinking and not the result of thought. (Wittgenstein, Zettel, 540-1)
My attitude towards him is an attitude towards a soul. I am not of the opinion that he has a soul. (Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, page 178)
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

I was struck by the enormous difference, the gulf, between Temple's immediate, intuitive recognition of animal moods and signs and her extraordinary difficulties understanding human beings, their codes and signals, the way they conduct themselves. One cannot say that she is devoid of feeling or has a fundamental lack of sympathy. On the contrary, her sense of animals' moods and feelings is so strong that these almost take possession of her, overwhelm her at times. She feels she can have sympathy for what is physical or physiological - for an animal's pain or terror - but lacks empathy for people's states of mind and perspectives. When she was younger, she was hardly able to interpret even the simplest expressions of emotion; she learned to 'decode' them later .... Temple had longed for friends at school and would have been totally, fiercely loyal to a friend (for two or three years, she had an imaginary friend), but there was something about the way she talked, the way she acted, that seemed to alienate others .... Something was going on between the other kids, something swift, subtle, constantly changing - an exchange of meanings, a negotiation, a swiftness of understanding so remarkable that sometimes she wondered if they were all telepathic. She is now aware of the existence of these social signals. She can infer them, she says, but she herself cannot perceive them, cannot participate in this magical communication directly ... (Oliver Sacks, An Anthropologist on Mars, pp 256-60)
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

‘[K]nowledge of other minds must be understood as involving acknowledgement and imagination: recognizing the behaviour of another creature as expressive of mind – knowing that our criteria are satisfied – means accepting its behaviour as recognizably human and giving expression to that acceptance in one’s own behaviour…. It is not a matter of merely knowing something about a given creature’s behaviour, not a matter if affirming a proposition or drawing an inference from that behvaiour to something else, it is a matter of treating that behaviour as expressive of mind.’ [Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell, 119]

‘To know another mind is to interpret a physiognomy, and the message of this region of the Investigations is that this is not a matter of “mere knowing”’. I have to read the physiognomy, and see the creature according to my reading, and treat it according to my seeing’. [Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 356]

‘If we speak of the reality of a rock, in contrast with a figment of our imagination, part of what we mean to bring into focus is the fact that if the rock lies in our way then it is something we have to reckon with if we wish to continue our journey. We cannot ignore it, we have to move it out of our way, or change our direction and circle round it. Similarly, if other people’s lives in their own right have any reality for us, we cannot ignore their hopes and worries, their joys and sufferings, their needs and expectations’ [Ilham Dilman, Love and Human Separateness, 112]
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

‘Emotional expressions do not indicate a hidden affection, lived by some psyche, an immaterial object … This redness of the face, this stutter, this shaking of hands, these looks … do not express rage, they are the rage. Of course, in itself, a clenched fist is nothing, and signifies nothing. But what we see is not just a clenched fist, it is a man, in a certain situation, clenching his fist. This act, considered in connection with the past and certain possibilities …. is rage’ [Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness]

‘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….. 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. [Overgaard, ‘Other Minds and Expression’]
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. [Overgaard, ‘Other Minds and Expression’]
‘To say that behaviour is expressive is not to say that the man impaled upon his sensation must express it in his own behaviour; it is to say that in order not to express it he must suppress the behaviour, or twist it. And if he twists it far or often enough, he may lose possession of that region of the mind which that behaviour is expressing’. [Stanley Cavell, Must we mean what we say?, 264]

‘.. the central Wittgensteinian perception that the human body is the field of expression of the human soul. My inner state or life is to be understood as something to which I give expression – or to be more precise, it is something which I must either express or suppress’. [Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell, 138]

‘Satisfaction of the criteria for pain entails that the absence of pain can only be accounted for in certain ways (eg by claiming that the person concerned is feigning pain or rehearsing the part if a character who is in pain) – in other words, by invoking ways of comprehending the situation which accommodate the indisputable fact that the person’s behaviour is expressive of pain. … [T]he possibility of criteria for pain being satisfied and pain being absent can be invoked only when certain very specific circumstances obtain.’ [Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell, 108-9]

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

‘The block to my vision of the other is not the other’s body but my incapacity or unwillingness to interpret or judge it accurately, to draw the right connections. The suggestion is: I suffer a kind of blindness… We may say that the rabbit-aspect of the figure is hidden from us when we fail to see it. But what hides it is then obviously not the picture (that reveals it), but our prior way of taking it, namely its duck aspect. What hides one aspect is another aspect, something on the same level. So we might say: What hides the mind is not the body but the mind itself – his his, or mine his, and contrariwise’. [Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason, 369]

‘To know another person’s mind, when he is not transparent, is to penetrate behind the moving surface of a living person – a surface of words, gestures, postures, attitudes and behaviour … But this moving surface is not necessarily a barrier or façade … It can be transparent as well as opaque. When it is transparent we can be said to have direct knowledge of another’s mind. …Thus the obstacle to knowledge of another person’s mind is not a logical gap which no reasoning can bridge, as the philosophical sceptic imagines, but the other person’s unwillingness, reserve, mistrust, or insincerity.’ [Ilham Dilman, Matter and Mind, 208-9]

