© 2012 The Johns Hopkins University Press
All rights reserved. Published 2012
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

987654321

The Johns Hopkins University Press
2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland 21218-4363
www.press.jhu.edu

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Zunshine, Lisa.

Getting inside your head : what cognitive science can tell us about popular culture /
Lisa Zunshine.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-4214-0616-9 (hdbk. : acid-free paper) — I1SBN 1-4214-0616-0 (hdbk. : acid-free
paper)

1. Psychology and literature. 2. Cognition and culture. 3. Popular culture and literature.
4. Characters and characteristics in literature. 5. Philosophy and cognitive science. 1. Title.

PN§6.P93286 2012

8o1'.92—dc23 2011048290

A catalog record for this book is available from the British Library.

Special discounts are available for bulk purchases of this book. For more information, please
contact Special Sales at 410-516-6936 or specialsales@press.jhu.edu.

The Johns Hopkins University Press uses environmentally friendly book materials,

including recycled text paper that is composed of at least 30 percent post-consumer waste,
whenever possible.

9781421406169_Zunshine_Head_int_1pgs.indd 4 3/212 12:44 PM



But what was to be done about the impossibility of
seeing into other people’s souls?
—Ellen Spolsky, Word vs Image
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Preface: Fantasies of Access

In which Bart Simpson is thinking; Mona Lisa is smiling; the purpose of
this book is revealed; its genre is canvassed; and a long-due gratitude is
expressed.

\X/e live in other people’s heads: avidly, reluctantly, consciously,
unawares, mistakenly, inescapably. Our social life is a constant
negotiation among what we think we know about each other’s thoughts
and feelings, what we want each other to think we know, and what we
would dearly love to know but don’t.

We’ve been doing this for hundreds of thousands of years. Cognitive
scientists have a special term for the evolved cognitive adaptation that
makes us attribute mental states to ourselves and to other people; they
call it theory of mind or mind reading. Though it may sound like telepa-
thy, theory of mind is actually its opposite. Telepathy implies perfect self-
conscious access to someone’s thinking. Mind reading is approximate
guessing and imperfect interpretation, most of it taking place below the
radar of our consciousness.

Our culture is both a product of theory of mind and its stomping
ground. We enter it by attributing mental states to everybody from Bart
Simpson to Plato and from Mona Lisa to the drafters of the U.S. Consti-
tution. Cultural representations, high and low, exploit the fact that we
live in other people’s heads yet have no direct access to their thoughts
and feelings. Novels, movies, paintings, and situation comedies all build
on theory of mind, experiment with it, and feed it elaborate social fan-
tasies.

One such fantasy is the fantasy of perfect access to mind through
body. We get to see fictional characters at the exact moment when their

xi
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body language betrays their real feelings. This is in contrast to real life,
in which there is always a possibility that we will misinterpret seemingly
transparent body language, particularly in a complex social situation,
or that people will perform transparent body language to influence our
perception of their mental states.

The fantasy of perfect access to mind through body is old, but it
takes surprising new forms in different historical periods and genres: thir-
teenth-century Chinese operas; medieval ribald tales; eighteenth-century
French paintings; nineteenth-century English novels; twentieth-century
movies, musicals, photography, and stand-up comedy; and twenty-first
century reality television. This book is about how this fantasy works,
when it stops working, and why we can’t get enough of it.

Though dealing with novels, film, and art, this is neither literary or
film criticism nor art history. I don’t offer a comprehensive analysis of
a particular writer, movie, painting, genre, or motif, and I steer clear of
specialized vocabulary. Most works under discussion have been exten-
sively analyzed by others. Whenever I can, I happily point to instances
of compatibility with existing studies, but, fruitful as I believe it to be, a
sustained exploration of such compatibility is beyond the scope of this
project. Pressed for the genre of what I do here, I would call it “cognitive
cultural studies,” though I think of it mainly as a book-length thought
experiment: an attempt to view a variety of cultural phenomena from
one particular perspective made possible by research in cognitive science
and to push that perspective as far as possible.!

Writing up this thought experiment took five years and as many
drafts, and I have incurred many intellectual debts along the way. As
always, I found support and inspiration among the community of schol-
ars working with cognitive approaches to literature and culture: Porter
Abbott, Frederick Luis Aldama, Mike S. Austin, Elaine Auyoung, Joseph
Bizup, Mary Crane, Nancy Easterlin, William Flesch, Monika Fludernik,
E. Elizabeth Hart, David Herman, Patrick Colm Hogan, Tony Jackson,
Suzanne Keen, Jonathan Kramnick, Howard Mancing, Bruce McCo-
nachie, Alan Palmer, Isabel Jaén Portillo, Alan Richardson, Elaine Scarry,
Vernon Shetley, Ellen Spolsky, Gabrielle Starr, Simon Stern, and Blakey
Vermeule.

I am grateful to the Guggenheim Foundation and to the University of
Kentucky College of Arts and Sciences, whose generous support enabled

Xii PREFACE
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me to spend a year and a half as a visiting scholar at the Yale Department
of Psychology; to Paul Bloom, who made that magical year possible by
inviting me to his Mind and Development Lab and who helped me realize
the importance of restraint for embodied transparency; to the affiliates
of his lab, particularly Mark Sheskin, for his valuable insights about Ste-
phen Sondheim; to the members of the Mind, Brain, Culture, and Con-
sciousness group at the Whitney Humanities Center at Yale; to Michael
Holquist, Doug Whalen, Philip Rubin, Ken Pugh, and other members of
the Teagle-Haskins Collegium; to Kang-i Sun Chang, for her generous
help with the Chinese opera; to Stephen Kern for his similarly gener-
ous assistance with proposal compositions; to Evelyn Birge Vitz, whose
inspiring approach to performance turned me to embodied transparency
in medieval literature; to James Phelan, for his crucial early advice about
transparent bodies and narrative; to Ralph James Savarese for introduc-
ing me to disability studies sensitive to the possibilities opened by the
autistic view of the world, as opposed to just its limitations, and for
stepping in at the last moment to correct relevant parts of my argument;
and to Jason Flahardy at the University of Kentucky Special Collections
and Kathryn Wong Rutledge and Mary Lou Cahal from the University of
Kentucky Teaching Academic Support Center for their invaluable work
on illustrations.

At the Johns Hopkins University Press I am grateful to Trevor Lip-
scombe, Matt McAdam, and Deborah Bors. I also thank my copyeditor
Joe Abbott, and, most important, the anonymous reader whose com-
ments made me revise large portions of the book.

Finally, I thank Etel Sverdlov for regularly offering words of wis-
dom and comfort, and Joel Kniaz for his incredible patience in offering
detailed conceptual feedback on several different versions of this manu-
script.

PREFACE xiii
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ONE

In which the author first tries to read the mind of a stranger at the library
and then realizes that she doesn’t know how to talk about it /an Israeli
immigration clerk makes a surprising gesture with her hand /emperor
Caracalla feels threatened / a British soccer player hopes to be mobbed
< by his teammates / a tightrope walker faces competition from a Whee-lo >

toy /Mona Lisa keeps smiling /and Andy Kaufman looks sincere.
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Culture of Greedy
Mind Readers

am writing this in a quiet library hall lined with long desks. In front

of me I see a young woman turning around and glancing at the
three whispering and occasionally laughing students to her left. I think
the noise bothers her, and she wants to show it. But I could be wrong.
Perhaps, bored after hours of sitting still, she appreciates this momentary
diversion and wants to see its source. Or perhaps she wonders if she
knows any of them. Or perhaps she is a sociologist and something about
their group dynamics has caught her attention. I don’t know her, so 1
am not likely ever to find out what she is actually thinking as she turns
around. Still, I automatically interpret her body language in terms of her
unobservable thoughts and feelings: she feels this; she wants that; she
wants them to think that she thinks this or that; she wants other people
to know that she is responding to that group’s behavior.

And you are not in the least surprised by my reasoning. You, too,
take it for granted that there must be some thought, desire, or intention
behind her body language. Our everyday social interactions are unimagi-
nable without this kind of intuitive reasoning: to make sense of any hu-
man action, we must see it in terms of a mental state that prompted it.
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We’ve been doing this day and night for hundreds of thousands
of years. (At night we attribute intentions to creatures populating our
dreams.) Psychologists have a special term for the evolved cognitive
adaptation that makes us see behavior as caused by underlying mental
states. They call it theory of mind, also known as folk psychology and
mind reading. The latter term is particularly inapt. Given how many of
our attributions and interpretations of thoughts and feelings are wrong
or only approximately correct, they might as well call it mind misreading.
But since evolution doesn’t deal in perfection, we have to fumble through
by “reading minds” as best we can.

In the last five years theory of mind has become a major research
topic among cognitive, developmental, comparative, and social psychol-
ogists, as well as cognitive neuroscientists. Though everything they learn
opens up more questions and will remain the subject of debates for years
to come, theory of mind is increasingly thought of as a crucial cognitive
endowment of our species—a cornerstone of imagination, pretense, mo-
rality, and language, indeed of every aspect of human sociality.

As a cognitive adaptation, mind-reading ability may have developed
during the Pleistocene period, from 1.8 million to 1o thousand years ago.
According to evolutionary psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen, the emer-
gence of theory of mind was evolution’s answer to the “staggeringly com-
plex” challenge faced by our ancestors, who needed to make sense of the
behavior of other people in their group, which could include up to two
hundred individuals. As Baron-Cohen points out, “Attributing mental
states to a complex system (such as a human being) is by far the easiest
way of understanding it,” that is, of “coming up with an explanation of
the complex system’s behavior and predicting what it will do next.”?

Studies in theory of mind suggest a new way of understanding what
constitutes our human environment. Usually, the word environment
brings to mind trees, air, water, roads, houses, and such. If we remember,
however, that the human species is foremost a social species—that is, our
need and ability to communicate with others underlies every aspect of
our existence—we realize that our environment can also be defined as
other minds.? We spend our lives breathing in oxygen, whether we are
aware of this or not. But—no less important—we also spend our lives
interpreting and imagining minds, whether we are aware of this or not.

2 GETTING INSIDE YOUR HEAD
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When We Read Minds, Do We Know It? (The First Misconception)

When people first hear about theory of mind, they often come away with
two misconceptions. One results from imperfect terminology.? The word
theory in “theory of mind” and the word reading in “mind reading”
are potentially misleading. They seem to imply that we attribute states
of mind intentionally and consciously: that is, when we read minds, we
know that we are reading them.

Think again of my library example. It may have appeared from my
description that I sat there droning silently to myself, “Hmm, I wonder
why that woman in front of me is turning around and looking at those
guys. Perhaps she appreciates this momentary diversion and wants to see
its source. Or perhaps she wonders if she knows any of them.” But of
course it didn’t happen that way. I wrote this event out for you as a se-
quence of fully articulated propositions because this is how we write and
talk, but I certainly didn’t experience it in such a neat, ordered, verbal
fashion. I somehow “felt” all these possibilities almost at the same time,
without intending to do so and without paying much attention to myself
doing so.

It’s difficult for us to appreciate just how much mind reading takes
place on a level inaccessible to our consciousness. While our perceptual
systems eagerly register information about people’s bodies and their fa-
cial expressions, these systems do not necessarily make all of that in-
formation available to us for our conscious interpretation. Think of the
functioning of “mirror neurons.” Studies of imitation in monkeys and
humans, made possible by advances in functional magnetic resonance
imaging (fMRI) technology, have discovered a “neural mirror system that
demonstrates an internal correlation between the representations of per-
ceptual and motor functionalities.”* What this means is that “an action is
understood when its observation causes the motor system of the observer
to ‘resonate.”” So, for example, when you observe someone reaching for
a cup, the “same population of neurons that control the execution of
grasping movements becomes active in [your own] motor areas.” At
least on some level your brain does not seem to distinguish between your
doing something and another person’s (whom you observe) doing it.® So
you understand an action of another person—that is, you attribute a cer-

CULTURE OF GREEDY MIND READERS 3
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tain mental state to her—“She wants to grab that cup!”—because your
mirror neurons are activated, but you have no control over or conscious
awareness of their activation.

In fact, you don’t even have to observe the action: the sound of an
action (e.g., pressing a piano key) activates mirror neurons, too. Studies
involving congenitally blind participants show that the “putative mirror
neuron system can develop independently of vision.” In this case, the
system “projects the perceiver’s own motor programs onto the sensory
evidence of other people’s actions rather than objectively mirroring the
details of how the other has performed the action.””

Because the jury is still out on the role of mirror neurons and many
aspects of that research remain controversial, my argument in this book
does not depend on this research.® Still, with or without mirror neurons,
we must have neural circuitry that is powerfully attuned to the presence,
behavior, and emotional display of other members of our species. This
attunement begins early (some form of it is already present in newborns),
and it takes numerous nuanced forms as we grow into our environment.
We are intensely aware of the body language and facial expressions of
other people, even if the full extent and significance of such awareness
escape our conscious notice.’

So when I was looking at that woman in the library turning around
to look at the noisemakers, some of my mirror neurons must have been
busy “being her,” that is, perceiving the noise to her/my left and treat-
ing it as a disturbance, a welcome diversion, or a social opportunity.
But then it also means that some of my mirror neurons must have been
busy “being” those noisy people to the left. Otherwise I wouldn’t have
been able to infer that, by turning toward them, the woman was count-
ing on their noticing her body language and interpreting it as meaning
something about her attitude toward their actions. In other words, to
the degree to which we—myself, that woman, and the people in that
group—were aware of each other and were making sense of each other’s
behavior—our mirror neurons must have been involved in a three-way
mutual modeling of our possible mental states.

I am having a surprisingly difficult time writing these things out. It
makes me think that we don’t have the vocabulary to explain how the
functioning of mirror neuron systems underlies everyday mind attribu-
tion. It is so much easier to describe the workings of theory of mind the

4 GETTING INSIDE YOUR HEAD
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way I did in the beginning of this chapter. There I didn’t try to model this
mutually reflecting three-way process. Instead, I used the neat division
between “me,” ”her,” and “them” and simply attributed separate mental
states to myself, to the woman, and to the group on her left.

For this is how we talk and write—and how I will have to talk
throughout this book. To make the discussion of mental states manage-
able, we make it sound neatly isolated, evenly paced, intentional, self-
conscious, and fully verbalized, as in, “I suspect that she is thinking that
they don’t realize that she is having a difficult time concentrating when
they are whispering and laughing.” Still, even if we have no choice but
to talk about it this way, we should remember that this is not how our
theory of mind really works. It’s fast, messy, intuitive, not particularly
conscious, and mostly not verbalized.

When We Read Minds, Do We Read Them Correctly? (The
Second Misconception)

The second misconception about theory of mind is that reading minds
means reading them correctly—a gussied-up version of plain old telepa-
thy. In fact, nothing could be further from the truth (if anything, theory
of mind is much more interesting than telepathy). Our mind-reading ad-
aptations focus our interpretation of people’s behavior on their mental
states, but the interpretations themselves range from being completely
wrong to only approximately accurate.

Here is one way to illustrate the difference between attributing men-
tal states constantly and attributing them correctly. Foreign visitors or re-
cent immigrants are bound to misinterpret certain gestures used by locals
and hence misunderstand their intentions on such occasions. We treat
these cases of miscommunication as striking and significant, but what’s
really striking and significant about them is the shared assumption, taken
completely for granted by both newcomers and locals, that body lan-
guage should be read in terms of underlying mental states. This assump-
tion remains firmly in place no matter how many times communication
fails as a result of misinterpreted gestures.

Consider the story of one such failure told by the literary critic Kla-
rina Priborkin, born in Russia and now living in Israel, who remembers

CULTURE OF GREEDY MIND READERS 5
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her family’s first interaction with the Israeli immigration authorities upon
entering the country:

Losing patience after standing in line for several hours, the air-con-
ditioning not working, some of the people who came with us on the
plane decided to approach the authorities to ask how long this was
going to take. When they returned, all they could report was that the
clerk showed them a very strange gesture that somewhat resembled
an offensive Russian gesture of “figa” [hand clenched in fist; thumb
protruding between index finger and middle finger]. At least now we
had something to pass the time, arguing about the meaning of the
mysterious gesture. Later we learned that it is the Israeli gesture for

“have patience!”*°

Priborkin’s story presents a strong argument against a universal language
of gestures: a gesture deemed offensive by one culture may be consid-
ered conciliatory by another. Note, however, how the same story pro-
vides strong evidence for the universal adaptation for mind reading. Try
answering the following questions without postulating some cognitive
system (whatever you may want to call it) that irrevocably binds observ-
able behavior to unobservable mental states:

First, what made the clerk assume that the newcomers would pay at-
tention to her body language and thus notice the gesture she was making
with her hand? After all, once they asked her the question, they could be
looking at the nearby window as they waited for her reply. Second, what
made the clerk assume that the newcomers would interpret her gesture as
having a particular meaning? And why did the newcomers assume that
this particular bodily movement of the clerk should have meaning, that
is, be interpreted as indicative of a certain mental state? After all, they
could have thought that her index finger was itching and she was unself-
consciously scratching it with her thumb.

For the sake of argument try answering these questions without
bringing in theory of mind. You would have to propose that from our
earliest childhood we are told by adults who surround us: “Pay attention
to the bodies, my child. Note particularly the eyes, but do not neglect the
mouth, either. A brow can tell you a lot about what the person is think-
ing. A wrinkled nose conveys much meaning. Hands are very important,
but so can feet be, if properly attended to, in certain circumstances.”

6 GETTING INSIDE YOUR HEAD
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We don’t often talk to children like this. True, when I read books
with my toddler, I occasionally say to him things along the lines of “Mimi
is unhappy because she lost her pet; she is crying; see that tear on her
cheek?” or “See, Poombah is smiling because he likes what he did to the
weaver.” But comments such as these hardly add up to the incredibly
powerful system of education that would have to be in place in every
culture on Earth, from Abkhazia to Zuni, to bring about a universal tra-
dition of interpreting body language as indicative of mental states.

And this fantastic system of education is what we would have to
imagine—along with explaining just how it happens to come into exis-
tence in every single human society—if, for some reason, we don’t want
to postulate a cognitive adaptation for mind reading. In contrast, if we
postulate such an adaptation, we say that our comments about Mimi’s
tears and Poombah’s smiles merely reinforce rapidly maturing mind-
reading predispositions of our preverbal audience rather than miracu-
lously creating such predispositions from scratch. Indeed, developmental
psychologists now study mindreading in seven-month-old infants,'" and
their research “has pointed to gradual, continuous, and universal stages
in [theory of mind] development, that emerge in infancy and continue to
progress during childhood and into early adolescence.”?

To continue on a personal note: having emigrated from Russia to the
United States in my early twenties and thus having had to consciously
learn that the same gesture may mean very different things in the two
countries, I always feel funny when I hear people emphasize such differ-
ences. Their arguments remind me that we tend to focus on exceptions
and thus do not see the forest for the trees. Of course, [ am quite aware
of certain disparities between Russian and American body language; 1
learned about some of them through embarrassing personal experience.
At the same time, however, I know that such disparities are completely
dwarfed by what the two cultures have in common, that is, by the func-
tioning of our theory of mind.

The very ability to notice cultural differences is evidence of theory of
mind at work. For instance, cultures have different rules for emotional
display. A “major task faced by the child in middle childhood is to learn
the culture’s display rules governing the conditions that are appropri-
ate for the display of specific emotions, that is, situations in which the
automatic urge to communicate the emotion currently experienced must

CULTURE OF GREEDY MIND READERS 7

9781421406169_Zunshine_Head_int_1pgs.indd 7 3/212 12:44 PM



be inhibited and either an alternative expression displayed or nothing re-
vealed.” But to observe and learn display rules one has to negotiate com-
plex social stimuli—that is, read, misread, and reread minds constantly.'?

In other words, we would have an extremely difficult time adjust-
ing to new cultures (by figuring out, for example, local rules regarding
display of emotions) were not all of our social interactions underwritten
by the same evolved cognitive tendency to view observable behavior as
caused by unobservable thoughts and feelings. The reason we can learn
that in Russia “figa” means “when hell freezes over” while in Israel a
somewhat similar gesture means “have patience” is that we have a strong
cognitive predisposition to read gestures in terms of underlying mental
states. Hence, to read minds constantly and unselfconsciously does not
mean to read them correctly in any absolute sense. The most striking
misreading of another’s intentions is s#i// mind reading—a fully realized
exercise of our theory-of-mind adaptations.

So to come back to the cup-grasping example: your neural circuitry
(whether represented by mirror neurons or some other dedicated sys-
tems) must underlie your understanding of my intention to grasp the cup,
but you may never know, for example, if I reached for that cup because I
was thirsty or because, for whatever reasons, I wanted you to think that I
was thirsty. Thus any act of mind reading is fraught with possibilities for
miscommunication and misinterpretation.

Greedy Mind Readers

In the rest of this chapter I argue that theory of mind is what makes our
culture, as we know it, possible. It’s a big claim, and it rests on two as-
sumptions.

The first assumption is that our cognitive adaptations for mind read-
ing are promiscuous, voracious, and proactive. They’re always at work,
stimulated either by actual or by imaginary interactions with other peo-
ple. Encountering a body constitutes a powerful prompt for starting to
attribute mental states. The body does not have to be real. Think of our
reaction to people that we “meet” on canvases, on movie screens, or on
the pages of a book. Although on some level we know that they are mere
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phantoms, our cognitive adaptations for mind reading still get in gear
and start churning out interpretations of their thoughts and feelings.

We take all of this completely for granted, but pause for a moment
and consider how strange this really is. “Caracalla’s brow is knotted, and
he abruptly turns his head over his left shoulder, as if he suspects danger
from behind.”'* This sentence comes from a widely used art history text-
book, Gardner’s Art through the Ages. It describes a marble bust of the
emperor Caracalla in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art
(fig. 1).

But Caracalla had been dead for eighteen hundred years! What is dis-
played at the Met is a carved chunk of marble! Still, what does our theory
of mind care about such details? When confronted with that chunk of
marble, we immediately interpret its bulges and concavities as indicative
of a mental state, such as distrust. Alive or dead, marble or enamel, a
human figure can’t fail to provide grist for the mill of our insatiable mind-
reading adaptations.

When I say “human figure,” I mean both the full body and just the
face. Faces, of course, are objects of our theory of mind’s particular at-
tention (though it seems that different cultures foster different strategies
for “scanning” faces)."” We are “addicted” to them from infancy.'® As
we grow older, we start seeing faces at the slightest suggestion: in clouds,
in the random arrangement of dots, in chunks of marble.!” We see them
there not because of some general preference for facelike shapes but be-
cause we are foremost social beings, and facial expressions promise us ac-
cess to the information most important for our well-being: other people’s
minds.'® Whether or not they deliver on this promise is another question;
I will return to it shortly.

To begin to appreciate the insatiable greediness of our mind-reading
adaptations, it is useful to compare them to our adaptations for seeing.
Because our species evolved to take in so much information about our
environment visually, we simply cannot help seeing once we open our
eyes in the morning (unless, of course, our visual system is severely dam-
aged). The “predominance of sight” has had a profound influence on hu-
man culture: just think what a staggering range of daily practices directly
depends on our ability to see.”

It’s the same with mind reading, perhaps even more so: after all,
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FIGURE 1. Portrait head of Caracalla (Emperor Marcus
Aurelius Antonius), ca. AD 217-30. Late Severan. Marble,

height 14% in.

blind people can’t see, but they can attribute mental states.? As evolu-
tionary psychologist Jesse M. Bering puts it, after a certain age people
“cannot turn off their mind-reading skills even if they want to. All human
actions are forevermore perceived to be the products of unobservable
mental states, and every behavior, therefore, is subject to intense socio-
cognitive scrutiny.”?! Hence, although we are far from grasping the full
extent to which our lives are structured by adaptations for mind reading,
we should expect cultural effects of those adaptations to prove just as
profound and far-ranging as the effects of the ability to see.
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To get some idea of the scope of these effects, let’s begin on a per-
sonal level. Talking to my friend and following her train of thoughts of-
fers the most immediate input for my theory of mind. So, too, when she
is away, does imagining what she might be thinking at this moment. So,
too, if she dies, does imagining what she would have thought on such and
such occasion.?

I want more, however. I want to hear stories about what other people
did and what they looked like when they did it so that I can imagine what
they thought and felt at those times. Those people can be members of
my family or complete strangers or people that never existed. They don’t
even have to be human: androids, talking animals, dancing candelabras,
and twinkling stars will do. I can listen to such stories; I can read them; I
can hear them sung; I can watch them danced or mimed or projected on
a flat surface; I can look at them carved into stone, painted on walls, or
reproduced in art books. Because I want to see bodies in action so that I
can think about their intentions, sometimes I make up those stories my-
self in whatever way I can: whether painting, dancing, singing, or writ-
ing. In my particular case this may involve writing about what fictional
characters and their creators might have meant when they did this or said
that, as well as about what other scholars, dead or alive, might have said
or did say about this or that. Literary critics make a living by reading and
misreading minds.

I am talking about myself here. Now think: if other people have the
same need to process mental states, what kind of culture must emerge in
response to this need? This culture has to continuously feed this need, yet
it will never be able to fully satisfy it since new mind-reading cravings
arise all the time. It is a culture of greedy mind readers (bound to become
even greedier with the advent of a media-saturated society, as new modes
of storytelling seem to appear constantly). A case in point: five years ago
I could not foresee that today I would need to read a particular blog
regularly. Back then I didn’t even know what blogging was. And now I
am addicted to this blogger’s way of thinking: I crave my daily fix of her
mental states.

Here are some phenomena that one might encounter in a culture of
greedy mind readers: stories that depict people’s response to their percep-
tion of other minds (such as novels); arrangements that let us read mental
states into sequences of movements set to music (such as ballet); specially
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designated social spaces in which we can appreciate the gap between
what people feel and what they would feel had they known as much, or
as little, about their situation as we do (such as theater); events during
which numerous physical bodies form complex patterns guided by the
shared understanding of intentions (such as team sports); and artifacts
that coordinate text and images so that the information about people’s
feelings that we get from looking at their body language elaborates, con-
tradicts, or otherwise complicates the verbal descriptions of their feelings
(such as graphic narratives).

I am obviously talking about cultures that I am most familiar with.
Had I been born in Bali and moved first to Java and then to South Su-
lawesi instead of being born in Russia and moving first to Latvia and then
to the United States, my examples might have featured more prominently
theater-performed puppet shows, forms of dancing that tell stories about
ancient Buddhist kingdoms, wood carvings, or funereal rites.”> There is
no predicting what forms cultural phenomena that feed our theory of
mind will take in a concrete historical moment in a particular society. We
can predict, however, that no cultural form will endure unless it lets us
attribute mental states to somebody or something.

Imagine the impossible: our theory of mind is switched off. How
many cultural institutions that let us read minds into behavior would
survive? Who would attend bullfighting, pantomime, basketball games,
opera, finger-shadows theater, or tightrope walking? If you doubt that
tightrope walking engages our theory of mind, consider this: we know
that the performer does not want to die and that she knows that what she
is doing is dangerous; moreover, she knows that we know that she knows
that what she is doings dangerous. That’s why a performer sometimes
pretends to slip and nearly fall down, eliciting a collective gasp from
her audience below. She is playing with our minds, making us imagine
what she must feel as she narrowly escapes death. Take this unconscious
attribution of mental states out of the act of tightrope walking and see
how interesting it remains. In fact, drained of all mind-reading, tightrope
walking is exactly as interesting as a Whee-lo toy rolling back and forth
on its magnetic axle.

Just so, watching a basketball game without attributing intentions to
players is as enticing as watching falling snowflakes—both are random
movements, fascinating for about two minutes, and then your mind wan-
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ders off. Opera is a pain: bodies moving haphazardly across a stage, burst-
ing into song at random intervals. Finger shadows: why is that woman
moving her hands this way? With our theory of mind intact, we say it’s
because she wants to imitate the movement of a dog’s tail—she wants to
amuse us. But without theory of mind her random twitching and twisting
of hands seems incomprehensible, unsettling, perhaps threatening.

Now think about the fate of social, political, and economic networks
built around a variety of orally transmitted narratives, public rituals,
novels, movies, plays, cartoons, news reports, sporting events, online
discussions, and, more fundamentally, our everyday conversations about
people’s plans, thoughts, and feelings. These networks would crumble
because they are only sustained by our ability and need to read mental
states into behavior. And once the networks of the culture of greedy mind
readers are gone, what’s left?

The Best and the Worst

Here is the second of the two assumptions behind my claim that theory of
mind makes human culture possible: bodies are simultaneously the best
and worst source of information about people’s thoughts and feelings.
That is, we perceive bodies as both the best and the worst. On the
one hand we put tremendous value on the information about people’s
mental states that we glean from their body language. On the other hand
we are always ready to turn about and treat this information as particu-
larly unreliable. This paradoxical double perspective is fundamental and
inescapable; it informs all of our social life and cultural representations.
To appreciate the power of this double perspective, imagine that
right now you and I are talking face-to-face. Let’s say you are trying to
convince me of something. As we go on, you know that I am not merely
listening to your words but also paying attention to your face, move-
ments, and appearance. That is, you generally can’t know what particu-
lar grin or shrug or shift in affect I notice and consider significant at a
given moment; indeed, I don’t know either. Still, our long evolutionary
history as a social species—expressed in our cognitive adaptations for
mind reading—ensures that you intuitively expect me to read your body
as indicative of your thoughts, desires, and intentions and that my read-
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ing of your body will be crucial for the outcome of our communication.?*
Moreover, the same long evolutionary history ensures that I intuitively
know that you expect me to read your body in this fashion. That is, I
know that you will perform your body language, though not necessarily
consciously or intentionally, to influence my perception of your mental
states.

This means that I have to constantly negotiate between trusting this
or that aspect of your observable behavior more than another. Were I to
put this negotiation into words—which will sound funny because we do
not consciously articulate it to ourselves this way—it might go as follows:
“Did she smile just now because she liked what I said or because she
wanted me to think that she liked what I said, or because she was think-
ing of how well she handled an argument yesterday, or was she thinking
of something altogether unrelated?”

Thus, we treat with caution the information about the person’s state
of mind inferred from her observable behavior precisely because we can’t
help treating observable behavior as a highly valuable source of informa-
tion about her mind—and we both know it. Because we read intentions
into bodies throughout our evolution as a social species, we are now
stuck, for better or for worse, with cognitive adaptations that forcefully
focus our attention on the body.

Nor would we want to completely distrust the body—our far-from-
perfect readings of each other get us through the day. Still, as we auto-
matically interpret each other’s observable behavior in terms of underly-
ing mental states, on some level we keep active the hypothesis that the
observable behavior is misleading. (Note, too, that it does not have to be
intentionally misleading. If I meet a person whose natural expression is a
frown, I may incorrectly assume that he does not like me. The body may
misrepresent the mind.)

From Private Mind Reading to Cultural Arms Race

So we are in a bind. We have the hungry theory of mind that needs con-
stant input in the form of observable behavior indicative of unobserv-
able mental states. And we have the body on which our theory of mind
evolved to focus so that it can get such input. And that body, by virtue of
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being the object of our theory of mind’s obsessive attention, is a tremen-
dously valuable and, as such, potentially misleading source of informa-
tion about the person’s mental state.

I am making this argument based on research in different branches
of psychology, specifically, evolutionary psychology, developmental psy-
chology, and cognitive neuroscience. When I turn to other academic
disciplines, however, such as sociology and literary criticism, I see some
exciting overlap of ideas. For instance, in 1969 the sociologist Erving
Goffman observed that in human communication, increased reliability
leads to increased unreliability:

The more the observer relies on seeking out foolproof cues, the more
vulnerable he should appreciate he has become to the exploitation of
his efforts. For, after all, the most reliance-inspiring conduct on the
subject’s part is exactly the conduct that it would be most advanta-
geous for him to fake if he wanted to hoodwink the observer. The
very fact that the observer finds himself looking to a particular bit of
evidence as an incorruptible check on what is or might be corrupted
is the very reason why he should be suspicious of this evidence; for
the best evidence for him is also the best evidence for the subject to

tamper with.”

Goffman’s larger argument about the vulnerability of incorruptible evi-
dence works perfectly with my more specific argument about body lan-
guage and mental states. To the extent to which our mind-reading ad-
aptations make us see bodies as providing “foolproof” cues to thoughts
and feelings, we remain vulnerable to convincingly faked body language.

Similarly, scholars in literary and cultural studies have commented
extensively on the protean nature of the body as they have sought to ex-
pand the concept of performance beyond the theatrical stage to a broad
range of everyday practices.?® Research on theory of mind lends strong
support to their insights. Because we are drawn to each other’s bodies in
our quest to figure out each other’s thoughts and intentions, we end up
performing our bodies (to adapt a term from cultural studies) to shape
other people’s perceptions of our mental states.?”

Again, this may seem like a mere description of private interpersonal
dynamics, but let’s expand it to our culture as a whole. It turns out that a
broad variety of daily practices reflect the dual position of the body as a
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valuable yet unreliable source of information about the mind. For exam-
ple, our social infrastructure seems to be chock-full of devices designed
to bypass the body in reading a person’s intentions. We use blood and
hair samples, credit and medical histories, and fingerprinting to avoid
the situation in which we have to make an important decision based on
information provided solely by the person’s observable behavior.?®

Some of these devices work better than others, but none are perfect.
We may not yet be living in the future depicted in the movie Gattaca
(1997), whose protagonist, Vincent, fakes his blood and hair samples
to deceive others about his intentions. (To be precise, he deceives oth-
ers about his genetic identity, but, in Vincent’s world, genetic identity is
synonymous with intentions: it is supposed to determine what a person
should dare to aspire to and what he should think of his place in soci-
ety and relations with others.) Still, that sci-fi moment does capture an
important sociocognitive feature of our world. There is a constant arms
race going on between cultural institutions trying to claim some aspects
of the body as essential, unfakeable, and intentionality-free and individu-
als finding ways to perform even those seemingly unperformable aspects
of the body.?

A memory from a real-life dystopia: in the 1980s I learned that I
would be required to take an eye exam in order to go to college. I don’t
remember the details, but being very nearsighted in Soviet Russia barred
one from a number of activities, including getting a driver’s license, par-
ticipating in certain sports, giving birth without surgical intervention (it
was thought that one’s retina could detach during labor), and, appar-
ently, studying at Moscow State University (MGU). At least that’s what
they said in my home town in the Ural Mountains when I started putting
together my college application. And, no, I didn’t plan to be a fighter
pilot; I wanted to major in journalism.

I had to find a way to fake an acceptable level of nearsightedness
during the eye exam. I procured—I don’t remember how—a copy of the
eye chart and learned it by heart using mnemonics. That is, I composed
a short verse, with two words in the first line, three words in the second,
five in the third, five in the fourth, etc.—all beginning with the letters on
the chart. I still know that doggerel by heart, so if there is a chance that
Russian eye charts haven’t kept up with other changes in that country,
such as the prices of oil and law enforcement officers, I could still, per-
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haps, pass there as someone worthy of driving a car, playing tennis, and
going to college.

I did get into the formidable MGU and ended up receiving an edu-
cation that was mostly a joke. So my plan must have worked, to some
extent, even though I don’t remember any details from my visit to the eye
doctor. What I do remember, however—and that’s why I am telling this
story—is how determined I was to fake that seemingly unfakeable, seem-
ingly essential physical attribute: good vision. If they wanted to decide
my future based on their reading of my body, I would make them see that
body in a way that suited my intentions and not their arbitrary assump-
tions about what a nearsighted person could or couldn’t do.

So for every effort to read a body for incontrovertible evidence of
something essential about a person, there will be a countereffort directed
at manipulating the mind that is supposed to be doing that reading. The
countereffort may fail but not for want of trying. The arms race between
those who want to fix the meaning of the body and those who want to
influence the mind that fixes the meaning may take different forms in dif-
ferent historical contexts, but it seems to be an unavoidable feature of a
culture of greedy mind readers.*

Conclusion: To Know and Know Not

We read minds all the time yet remain open to the possibility that our
readings are wrong. With such a peculiar setup in place, what should we
expect from our cultural representations? Of course, this big question
cannot be answered in one book. But as a starting point, let us consider
step-by-step what it means to live in a world in which we know, and at
the same time don’t know, what other people are thinking.?!

First, we assume that there must be a mental state behind an observ-
able behavior. Say you see somebody jumping up in the middle of a meet-
ing. Try making sense of his action without talking about his presumed
mental state; for example, he had an idea; he remembered something sud-
denly; he wanted to see how high he could jump; he felt something sharp
on the seat beneath him; he saw a snake and was terrified; he wanted to
determine whether everybody was awake.

Our belief that there must be a mental state behind a behavior is itself
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a cognitive artifact that reflects the way we perceive people. The question
of whether my colleague over there truly and really had some thought,
feeling, or emotion that prompted him to jump is relatively irrelevant.*?
What is relevant is that for us, that jump signals an underlying mental
state.’

Second, even though we know that there must be a mental state be-
hind a behavior, we don’t really know what that state is. There is al-
ways a possibility that something else is going on behind even the most
seemingly transparent behavior. We can remember situations when our
thoughts did not fit the circumstances, and no observable behavior could
reveal them to people around us—or so we hope. On these occasions we
say to ourselves, “Thank God, we can’t read each other’s minds, so that
they have no way of knowing what is going through my head.”

Third, even though we can’t really know what other people are think-
ing, we conduct our daily lives on the assumption that we do, more or
less. To borrow from a related discussion by the cognitive literary critic
Ellen Spolsky, our everyday mind-attributions are “good enough.”3* Ob-
viously, I can’t be entirely sure what that woman is really thinking as she
strides determinedly toward that particular weightlifting machine, but it
has served me well in the past and is likely to serve me well in the future to
assume that she wants to use it right away, which means that for the next
five minutes I’d better turn to a different machine. Such rough-and-ready
interpretations get us through the day. To quote cognitive evolutionary
anthropologist Dan Sperber, in “our everyday striving to understand oth-
ers, we make do with partial and speculative interpretations (the more
different from us the others, the more speculative the interpretation). For
all their incompleteness and uncertainty, these interpretations help us—
us individuals, us peoples—to live with one another.”3’

Were we to stop and try to figure out what the people around us are
really thinking, we would become socially incapacitated, overwhelmed
with possible interpretations, and unable to commit to any course of
action. Perhaps the reason that we even notice our moments of “Thank
God, we can’t read each other’s minds!” is that they stand out amid our
daily unreflective mind attribution. They interrupt its course. They force
us to juxtapose a good enough mind attribution—that is, what people are
likely to be thinking in such a situation—with an exact and unexpected
mind attribution: what I really thought in that situation.
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Fourth, because we go around knowing that there must be a mental
state behind a behavior, and because we don’t really know what that state
is, even as we act as if we know, cultural representations exploit this pre-
carious state of knowing and not knowing. A writer makes us think that
a protagonist goes into a catatonic stupor because she is distraught by the
news that her husband was killed in an accident only to reveal later that
she could not move because she was overcome with happiness over her
sudden freedom. An artist paints a smiling woman but gives us no con-
text in which to interpret that smile and thus leaves us forever intrigued
about her thoughts. A stand-up comedian exploits various contexts in
which people in his culture are strongly expected to be sincere—using the
body language appropriate to each of these heartfelt occasions—only to
drive his audience to such a state of bewilderment and skepticism that
when he actually dies from kidney failure caused by cancer, they don’t
believe it.3¢ The more we look for the “true” mind in the body, the less we
can hope to find, yet every screen, every stage, every page offers us new
ways of looking.
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TWO

In which a new concept is introduced /a phobia is revealed /a four-
letter word makes a bold-faced appearance (but the French take the
blame) / Frederick Wentworth betrays himself / Elizabeth Bennet rejects
Mr. Darcy /Bridget |ones triumphs over a rival / Tom |ones can’t see
< what’s in front of his eyes / and the author admits that she has no clue what >

her nearest and dearest are thinking.
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| Know What You’re Thinking,
Mr. Darcy!

Embodied Transparency

ane Austen’s novel Persuasion (1816) tells the story of a woman

who, unmarried and unhappy at twenty-seven, suddenly finds her-
self thrust into the company of a man whom she has loved but was per-
suaded to give up eight years ago. The objections that her friends had to
him (poor, lacking social connections) are moot today, for he has made
a brilliant and lucrative career in the Royal Navy. But it’s too late. He is
not interested in her anymore, looking instead for someone with courage
and conviction, someone whose opinion won’t be swayed by shortsighted
well-wishers. Perhaps someone younger, too.

Or so Anne Elliot thinks. Dispirited as she is, she is only too ready to
read Captain Wentworth’s behavior toward her as mere polite indiffer-
ence. Whenever they see each other, which usually happens at the house
of Anne’s relatives, the Musgroves, he comes across as happy, satisfied
with himself, and as civil toward her as he would be toward any other
old acquaintance:

21
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It was a merry, joyous party, and no one seemed in higher spirits than
Captain Wentworth. She felt that he had every thing to elevate him,
which general attention and deference, and especially the attention of
all the young women could do. . . . If he were a little spoilt by such
universal, such eager admiration, who could wonder?

These were some of the thoughts which occupied Anne, while
her fingers were mechanically at work, proceeding for half an hour
together, equally without error, and without consciousness. Once
she felt that he was looking at herself, observing her altered features,
perhaps, trying to trace in them the ruins of the face which had once
charmed him; and once she knew that he must have spoken of her:
she was hardly aware of it till she heard the answer; but then she
was sure of his having asked his partner whether Miss Elliot never
danced? The answer was, “Oh! no, never; she has quite given up
dancing. She had rather play. She is never tired of playing.” Once,
too, he spoke to her. She had left the instrument on the dancing being
over, and he had sat down to try to make out an air which he wished
to give the Miss Musgroves an idea of. Unintentionally she returned
to that part of the room; he saw her, and instantly rising, said, with
studied politeness—

“I beg your pardon, madam, this is your seat”; and though she
immediately drew back with a decided negative, he was not to be in-
duced to sit down again.

Anne did not wish for more of such looks and speeches. His cold

politeness, his ceremonious grace, were worse than any thing.!

There is a moment during the party, however, that contrasts sharply with
Frederick Wentworth’s general affect of vague politeness and compla-
cency, a moment in which Anne feels that she knows exactly what he
is thinking. At one point, Mrs. Musgrove speaks to him about her late
son, Richard, who used to serve under his command and, though an un-
promising and careless young man, apparently behaved somewhat more
conscientiously when supervised by Captain Wentworth:

“Poor dear fellow!” continued Mrs. Musgrove; “he was grown so
steady, and such an excellent correspondent, while he was under your
care! Ah! it would have been a happy thing, if he had never left you. I
assure you, Captain Wentworth, we are very sorry he ever left you.”
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There was a momentary expression in Captain Wentworth’s face
at this speech, a certain glance of his bright eye, and curl of his hand-
some mouth, which convinced Anne, that instead of sharing in Mrs.
Musgrove’s kind wishes, as to her son, he had probably been at some
pains to get rid of him; but it was too transient an indulgence of self-
amusement to be detected by any who understood him less than her-
self; in another moment he was perfectly collected and serious, and,
almost instantly afterwards coming up to the sofa, on which she and
Mrs. Musgrove were sitting, took a place by the latter, and entered
into conversation with her, in a low voice, about her son, doing it
with so much sympathy and natural grace, as shewed the kindest con-
sideration for all that was real and unabsurd in the parent’s feelings.

(63—64, emphasis added)

There is a striking contrast between the Frederick of the rest of the
chapter, whose thoughts and feelings can only be guessed at, and the
Frederick of this passage, whose involuntary look and smile render him
transparent to Anne. She gathers that Frederick didn’t think highly of
Dick Musgrove and that he wants to conceal that from the young man’s
mother. This moment of perfect access is over almost immediately—in
the long quote above I italicized the phrases that emphasize just how
transient it is—yet it’s there for Anne to notice with a pang of old inti-
macy.

I came up with a special term to describe the moments in fictional
narratives when characters’ body language involuntarily betrays their
feelings, particularly if they want to conceal them from others, as Freder-
ick Wentworth does. I call it embodied transparency and believe that the
pleasure that we as readers derive from such moments is best explained
by thinking about what they do to our theory of mind. (What they do
to the characters inside the story is a different matter; many characters
don’t even notice them.) Instances of embodied transparency offer us
something that we hold at a premium in our everyday life and never
get much of: the experience of perfect access to other people’s minds in
complex social situations. As such, they must be immensely flattering to
our theory-of-mind adaptations, which evolved to read minds through
bodies but have to constantly contend with the possibility of misreading
and resulting social failure.?

| KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING, MR. DARCY! 23
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Embodied transparency is but one of many ways in which fiction
engages our mind-reading adaptations. As I argued in Why We Read
Fiction, theory of mind makes fiction, as we know it, possible.> To read
a work of fiction is to attribute mental states to fictional characters, to
the writer, and to oneself—the exact balance and configuration of these
three types of attribution depending on the genre and style of the specific
piece.*

What my earlier broader argument about fiction and theory of mind
has in common with my present argument about embodied transpar-
ency is an emphasis on the social. Theory of mind evolved to track men-
tal states involved in real-life social interactions, but on some level our
mind-reading adaptations do not distinguish between the mental states
of real people and those of fictional characters.’ Fictional narratives feed
our hungry theory of mind, giving us carefully crafted, emotionally and
aesthetically compelling social contexts shot through with mind-reading
opportunities. The pleasure afforded by following minds on the page is
thus to a significant degree a social pleasure—an illusory but satisfying
confirmation that we remain competent players in the social game that is
our life.

But this is how what I do here is different from what I did in Why We
Read Fiction. In that book I showed that modernist fiction, novels featur-
ing unreliable narrators, and detective stories play with our mind-reading
adaptations by keeping them off-balance. That is, they make us weigh
and reweigh the truth-value of information that we glean by following
mental states that are strategically embedded within other mental states.
For instance, we gather that character A wants character B to think that
character C has betrayed B, yet we are not sure about character A’s moti-
vation and thus don’t know if she is honest with B. Thus Why We Read
Fiction focuses on the mind-reading uncertainty that the manipulation
of mental states induces in us: the characters manipulate mental states of
each other, the narrator manipulates mental states of the reader, and so
forth.

In contrast, here I look at mind-reading certainty and body language
as the path to that certainty. This means that while in Why We Read Fic-
tion body language is dealt with only incidentally, here it assumes center
stage. This focus on the body limits my argument in one way and opens
it up in another. It limits what I can say about prose fiction because fic-
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tion writers use embodied transparency sparingly. Austen, for instance,
would rather rely on the prerogative of the omniscient narrator to tell the
reader what her character is thinking (as in the case of Anne, above), or
else would make us grope in the dark along with one character, trying to
guess what’s on the other character’s mind (as we are groping along with
Anne, trying to guess if Captain Wentworth still cares about her).

But if embodied transparency is relatively rare in prose fiction, it’s
abundantly present in visual media: movies, musicals, paintings, and re-
ality shows. So focusing on the body as the direct pathway to mind opens
up new ways of looking at a variety of cultural phenomena. What’s inter-
esting about this wider view is how many “rules” for depicting embodied
transparency turn out to translate across genres. In the rest of this chap-
ter I will talk about these rules in fiction, setting the stage for my discus-
sion of visual representations in chapters 5 through 1o.

How Is Embodied Transparency in Fiction Different from Embodied
Transparency in Real Life?

When I claim that fictional moments of embodied transparency treat us
with the direct access to other people’s minds that we never get enough of
in real life, I don’t mean that in real life we never get to intuit what other
people think or feel based on their observable body language. Of course
we do! (Or at least we think we do, which is the same.) What I mean,
rather, is that in real life we almost never encounter the combination of
direct access and social complexity that fiction offers us on a regular
basis.

Think about it this way. In real life the correlation between social
complexity and transparency is negative. The more socially complex the
situation is—that is, the more mental states we need to follow in order to
grasp it—the more possibilities there are for misinterpreting what seems
to be transparent body language. In fiction the correlation is positive.
Writers build extremely involved social situations to bring characters to
a point at which their bodies fully reveal their minds.

Hence in a novel it is because character A thinks that she knows what
character W may think, both about character R and about an appropri-
ate emotional response to character M’s feelings about character R, that
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readers believe that they know what character W is thinking when he
glances up and curls “his handsome mouth” in a certain way. In contrast,
in real life we may observe person W glancing up and half-smiling, and
we may even know how he feels about M’s attitude toward R, but there
are still so many opportunities for misreading W’s body language on this
particular occasion that we would be either naive or delusional to think
that we know exactly what is going through his mind. We may think that
he is amused by what M says about R, while in reality he may be thinking
of how much his dog loves its new toy.

So when we look for cases of embodied transparency in our everyday
life, more often than not we come up with socially impoverished situa-
tions, that is, situations that don’t require attribution of mental states em-
bedded within other mental states embedded within other mental states
(as in “A wants B to think that C didn’t want B to know about X”). I
briskly pass the service desk while exiting the gym but then realize that I
forgot my bicycle helmet back in the locker. I turn around and approach
the desk with an ingratiating smile, hoping that they’ll just let me in and
that I won’t have to fish for the gym ID in my backpack. The girl at the
service desk must have been watching me exit and then stop suddenly
and turn around, because even before I begin to explain, she nods, says,
“Forgot something?” and lets me in. For the last ten seconds my body
language has been perfectly transparent to her, but this instance of em-
bodied transparency involves only two mental states—she knows that
I want to retrieve a forgotten object—so it is boring. Nothing to write
novels about.

Not to forget about such obvious physiological examples of real-life
embodied transparency as sneezing, having erections and orgasms,® burp-
ing, passing gas, jerking away one’s hand when accidentally touching a
hot stove, and so forth. Once again, none of these are interesting unless
we start adding more mental states to them, but as we do, transparency
evaporates.

Take orgasm. On the one hand erotic love seems to create compelling
contexts for embodied transparency (indeed, the term intimacy itself, as
it is currently used in our culture, appears to reflect this ideal of perfect
access). On the other hand orgasm can be faked, and, if it isn’t, it can
still be “performed,” that is, rendered more visually and aurally expres-
sive. Look how it changes the mind-reading dynamics of the situation.
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A person who consciously intensifies the performance of her orgasm is
attempting to manipulate the mind of her partner—that is, she wan#s him
or her to believe that she feels X. Conversely, the partner, who is aware of
the possibility of such a performance, may wonder if the person who is
having an orgasm really “means it” or if she wants him or her to believe
that she feels X. Argh! The complexity of the situation increases at the
expense of transparency—a zero-sum game that haunts real life but can
be escaped in fiction.

As I keep searching for other instances of everyday embodied trans-
parency—besides achieving wordless understanding at service desks,
jerking a hand away from a hot stove, sneezing, and having honest-to-
goodness orgasms—I turn to babies and pets. Babies certainly represent
a fascinating example of the trade-off between social complexity and
transparency. Although even a five-month-old can manipulate a parent
by crying, not because he is hungry or colicky but because he wants to be
picked up and cuddled (thus essentially “performing” pain and distress
for his receptive audience), babies are still quite transparent much of the
time. When a one-year-old reaches for a ball, that ball is what she wants.
When she embarks toward it across the room, her single-mindedness of
purpose is a sight to behold. When a fifteen-month-old insists on being
read this but not that book, he does it not because he wants to impress
his parents in a certain way—that is, not because he wants his parents
to think that he thinks X—but because this book is what he absolutely
wants to be read right now. When he smiles, he means it, and he certainly
means it when he laughs.

Obviously, there are many reasons, ranging from the effects of oxy-
tocin to cultural traditions, why people like babies, but I believe that this
capacity for embodied transparency contributes to the delight we take in
them. Our theory-of-mind adaptations seem to go into high gear when
we sense a possibility of witnessing a real—that is, not put-on or per-
formed—emotion; and babies tend to rivet our attention with the trans-
parency of their emotions practically all the time.

Think, too, what underlies the compliment that we pay to a person
when we say that he or she is “childlike.” When we do so, we typically
refer to the immediacy and freshness of that individual’s emotional re-
sponses; we appreciate the candor, the lack of pretense. But what un-
derlies this compliment (if we look at it squarely from a mind-reading
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perspective, which is not a perspective we’d be consciously aware of) is
that we feel that we can read their emotional responses, and we like that.

Pets can offer us real-life embodied transparency, dogs perhaps more
so than cats (though cat owners may disagree). Certain lizards are de-
lightful pets because they change their skin color depending on their emo-
tions.

As these last examples show, I have reached the bottom of a barrel
that was not particularly deep to begin with. Real life is either stingy
or not very socially exciting when it comes to embodied transparency.
If it were different—that is, if we could regularly come upon socially
complex embodied transparency in real life—fictional stories featuring
transparency would have had no chance. We would have remained glued
to watching other people (and ourselves) interacting with each other and
betraying their (and our own) feelings in wonderfully informative ways.
But as it is, watchful as we may be, embodied transparency that does
come our way can’t hold a candle to that available in books and movies.

But if real life is a tightfisted bore, what do fiction and, especially,
movies—reservoirs of titillating, socially rich transparency—do to us?
Does consuming embodied transparency on the page, onstage, and on-
screen sharpen our appetite for it in our everyday life? Do we start per-
ceiving people around us as more transparent than they are? Or do we
get addicted to shows and stories that offer us a steady supply of readable
bodies?

I think the latter is certainly the case, and the former might be the
case; but I wouldn’t know how to test it. An experiment demonstrating
that after watching a lot of reality TV a person is more prone to believe
that people around her often inadvertently reveal their feelings may be
confusing causation with correlation and, anyway, won’t say much about
the long-term social effects of watching such shows.

One reason that embodied transparency in a complex social situation
exists only in fiction, movies, and television shows may have to do with
the way our consciousness operates. Fictional representations can suc-
cessfully create the illusion of transparency because fictional minds are,
in principle, fully knowable while, in real life, the very notion of fully
knowing one’s mind or someone else’s mind is problematic.

What does it mean to “really” know your mind? As evolutionary
psychologist Robert Kurzban shows in his remarkable recent book, Why
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Everyone (Else) Is a Hypocrite, it means to subscribe, without even be-
ing aware of it, to a version of the notorious Cartesian theater (a concept
introduced by the philosopher Daniel Dennett): the homuncular “you” at
the center of your consciousness observing what your “mind” is up to.”
But there is no theater in the brain and no “you” in the best seat of the
house, deciding which of the feelings currently on display are “real” and
which are only approximately real or downright fake.

It may be even worse than that. It seems that parts of your brain don’t
communicate with each other—the “brain might be designed to keep
certain parts of information away from other parts”—and they “can si-
multaneously hold different, mutually contradictory views.”® This means
that consciousness is gappy and discontinuous all the way through’ and
not amenable to any kind of full introspection, or “transparency,” either
from the inside or the outside. (Once more, we are talking about complex
social situations; a person screaming desperately at the sight of the mur-
derer with an ax is transparent both from the inside and the outside.)

But if one can hold several contradictory views simultaneously, what
can body language presumably betraying “real” feelings in fact betray?
If we assume that the inadvertently revealed feelings exist on a conscious
level—that is, if the person is aware of these feelings—we are in trouble
because what she is aware of is not more “real” than what she is not
aware of. And if we assume that the inadvertently revealed feelings are
those that the person is not in the least aware of, how can we say that
these are her “real” feelings?

What possessed her to do that? What possessed me to do this? I don’t
know. At times we face the deeply uncomfortable realization that we may
never fully comprehend the mental states behind this or that action of
our own or of other people that seems so strange, so meaningless, so out-
of-character. “If you are like me,” Kurzban writes, “you have often—
and quite honestly—answered the question “Why did you do that?’ with
‘T have absolutely no idea.’”'® Our theory of mind is not terribly well
equipped to deal with a discontinuous consciousness (i.e., a conscious-
ness defined by a lack of communication between different parts of the
brain) and with the behavior that comes out of this discontinuity.

But, equipped or not, theory of mind never quits. So we keep coming
up with explanations—“surely, I must have wanted X when I did that!”
“Oh, he must have been thinking Z when he did this!”—even as the ex-
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planations ring hollow. We may turn to essentialism: “He acted this way
because this is just the way he is.” But essentialist thinking is not very sat-
isfying either because it seeks to shut down our theory of mind, and good
luck with that! In the midst of our best essentialist effort we still keep
wondering if there could be some motivation, desire, or thought that we
haven’t considered and that may yet explain inexplicable behavior.!!

Not so with fictional characters. Unpredictable as a character can be
and discontinuous as her consciousness may seem, it’s hard for us to let go
of the intuition that someone, somewhere, under certain circumstances,
has, or used to have, a privileged insight into that consciousness.'> When
a story is marked off as fictional (which is a complex cultural process that
exploits our cognitive adaptations for source-monitoring),'3 it’s perceived
as a story with a mind behind it: the mind of its author, even if the author
is anonymous or unknown.'* This makes the minds of characters within
the story knowable, at least in principle. So if the author is inclined to
work in some moments of embodied transparency, this transparency can
be believable in a way that real-life transparency can’t be.

(The real-life analogy to this mind-knowing author is, of course, God.
If you can’t fathom why someone did something, you can still throw a
bone to your hungry theory of mind by saying, “Only God knows what
he was thinking when he did that!” But if your personal universe admits
no God, your theory of mind is out of luck.)"

Three Rules for Embodied Transparency in Prose Fiction

There seem to be three “rules” for constructing moments of embodied
transparency in prose fiction. The first rule is contrasts: an author has
to build up a context in which the character’s transparency stands out
sharply against the relative lack of transparency of other characters or of
the same character a moment ago or a moment after. The second rule is
transience: to be believable, instances of transparency must be brief. The
third rule is restraint: more often than not, characters struggle to conceal
their feelings and by doing so become transparent.

These rules are not absolute. As I will shortly show, certain genres,
such as fairy tales and stories featuring unreliable narrators, violate them
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routinely. Yet they are consistent enough for me to suggest that when we
encounter what seems to be an instance of embodied transparency in fic-
tion, these rules are worth checking for. Whether followed or violated,
they come through in interestingly idiosyncratic ways.

What are the origins of these rules? The need for contrasts might be
the fictional narrative’s holdover from visual cognition. Any art that ap-
peals to the eye must cultivate gradients. As art historian Ernst Gombrich
has observed, “Even newly hatched chickens classify their impressions
according to relationships.”' So, perhaps, to the extent to which we vi-
sualize what we read, thinking of characters in relative terms (e.g., he
looks happier than his friend; she is taller than her sisters; his face is more
expressive than hers) enhances the image’s sensory appeal.’”

The emphasis on transience seems to be directly related to our daily
practices of mind reading. Imagine a context in which a person seems
momentarily transparent to the people around her, and ask yourself how
long this transparency can last before it turns into a performance.

Say that you know me well and know that I am deathly afraid of
mice. At some point in a public place, somebody points to the ground
close to my feet and exclaims, “Mouse!” Most likely, I will let out a
shriek, and, for that second, you can be quite sure that you know what I
feel: fear, disgust, and the wish to get further away from the mouse, wher-
ever it is. Just then I will be transparent—that is, as transparent as people
can be in real life. But if I continue shrieking or looking terrified for more
than a second, what started out as transparency is likely to have changed
into performance. (Unless my shrieks are an indication of drunkenness
or mental breakdown—in which case I am still transparent—but altered
mental states form a category of their own.) That is, it’s possible that
by continuing to shriek T am trying to impress others in a certain way:
perhaps I want to come across as weak and feminine—if my culture con-
siders displays of weakness in women attractive—or simply want to hold
everybody’s attention. But whatever my motivation, you’re not sure what
it is, which means that I am not transparent anymore.

It is the same with fictional characters. The longer the character
seems to be transparent, the more likely it is that, knowing that other
characters are reading her body language as indicative of her mental
states, she is trying to manipulate their thinking. There is a very small

| KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING, MR. DARCY! 3l

9781421406169_Zunshine_Head_int_1pgs.indd 31 3/212 12:44 PM



window of opportunity during which a sober, sane character, not in an
acute life-threatening situation, can be seen as transparent without laps-
ing into affectation and thus becoming opaque again.

The other side of the need for transience is ethics. If a character is
forced into being transparent while another character is watching, and all
this goes on for too long, the observer will soon be perceived as sadistic.
And if you are a writer and you want your hero or heroine to remain
sympathetic, you don’t put them in a situation in which they begin to en-
joy the spectacle of someone else’s transparency. (I will discuss shortly the
first marriage proposal scene from Pride and Prejudice, in which Austen
makes sure to tell us that Elizabeth feels “dreadful” as she watches Mr.
Darcy’s struggle to conceal his anger and shock, even though that mo-
ment of struggle, and hence transparency, must have been quite brief.)

This reflects in interesting ways what happens in real life when bod-
ies betray people’s feelings in full view of others—when, for instance, a
person bursts into tears or blushes violently. Although people respond
to such situations in a variety of ways, depending on the context, one
recognizable reaction is to avert one’s gaze or, at least, to make a show
of averting one’s gaze. What this reaction seems to imply is that people
are put at a social disadvantage when their faces “leak” emotions against
their wills, so it is wrong of others to use such moments of weakness to
learn something about the “leaking” person’s real feelings and exploit
that knowledge in subsequent dealings with them.

The phenomenon of leakage has been much debated by psycholo-
gists. Some think that it doesn’t really exist. That is, people certainly
exhibit involuntary body language, including bursting into tears and
blushing, but this language may not be as informative about “true” men-
tal states as it is made out to be. (This view is compatible with but not
identical to Kurzban’s broader questioning of the concept of “true” feel-
ings.) Thus psychologist Alan J. Fridlund argues that, from the evolution-
ary perspective, it makes no sense to expect that natural selection would
favor a system of signaling that provides information “detrimental to the
signaler” and that “displays generally should not necessarily occur when
one is emotional at all, but when they will do the most good for the dis-
player.”!®

In other words social rules against staring at people when they invol-
untarily display their feelings are based on our biased view of the body
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as a uniquely valuable source of information about the mind. This view
may reflect our evolutionary history as a mind-reading species (i.e., we
read bodies for information about mental states for hundreds of thou-
sands of years, and we are pretty much stuck with doing this) but may
overestimate the actual ability of body language to provide direct access
to mental states.

So when writers keep embodied transparency brief so as not to let
other characters observe it for long, they follow our intuition that bodies
that leak feelings are socially vulnerable. This intuition may be correct
only to some limited extent—social vulnerability can certainly be dis-
played strategically so as to “do the most good for the displayer”—but
fictional narratives tend to abide by this conventional view. As long as
the body is perceived as the privileged pathway to a person’s mind, au-
thors will not allow a sympathetic character to dwell on someone else’s
transparency to her heart’s content. And she would not entertain such a
heartless desire, anyway.

Finally, the rule of restraint may have something to do with our intui-
tive fascination with complex mental states. Characters who are aware
that other people are trying to read their body language, and hence at-
tempt to control their body language to influence those people’s percep-
tions of their mental states, may come across as more interesting than
characters who simply let it all out. Restraint calls for a third-level em-
bedment of mental states (as in, “I don’t want her to know what I am
feeling”), and, as I have suggested elsewhere, we may find particularly
enjoyable cultural representations that cultivate this level of “sociocogni-

tive complexity.”!”

Concealing Anger

Remember the two passages from Persuasion quoted above, one in which
the author zells us what a character (Anne Elliott) feels, using the prerog-
ative of omniscient narration, and another in which she makes a charac-
ter’s body show his true feelings, forcing him (Frederick Wentworth) into
a state of embodied transparency? Here is another such juxtaposition of
telling and making transparent, now from Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
(1813).
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Mr. Darcy tells Elizabeth Bennet that he loves her and asks her to
marry him. His proposal is not accepted kindly, and as the conversa-
tion goes on, both protagonists get angry. Note, however, that while we
merely hear of Elizabeth’s anger from the omniscient narrator, we actu-
ally see Mr. Darcy’s anger and his attempts to conceal it.

Here is Elizabeth listening to Mr. Darcy’s confession that he “strug-
gled . . . in vain” to repress his love for her, a confession that may have
been meant to flatter her but that she finds insulting:

In spite of her deeply-rooted dislike, she could not be insensible to the
compliment of such a man’s affections, and though her intentions did
not vary for an instant, she was first sorry for the pain he was [about]
to receive; till, roused to resentment by his subsequent language, she

lost all compassion in anger. She tried, however, to compose herself to

answer him with patience, when he should have done.?

Elizabeth does not fully succeed in composing herself. Toward the end
of Mr. Darcy’s speech, “the colour [rises] into her cheeks” (fig. 2). But
heightened color is not by itself a sign of anger. It can be interpreted as
indicative of a variety of mental states, some even flattering to the suitor.
In contrast, when, after hearing Elizabeth’s response to his proposal, Mr.
Darcy gets angry, his body provides direct and unequivocal access to his
feelings (fig. 3):

Mr. Darcy, who was leaning against the mantelpiece with his eyes
fixed on her face, seemed to catch her words with no less resentment
than surprise. His complexion became pale with anger, and the dis-
turbance of his mind was visible in every feature. He was struggling
for the appearance of composure, and would not open his lips, till he

believed himself to have attained it. (129, emphasis added)

Observe our three rules at work in this scene (and as you do, apply
them also to the passages from Persuasion discussed earlier). First, note
the contrasts that go into constructing Mr. Darcy’s transparency. Not
only is he now more readable than Elizabeth, but he is also more readable
than himself earlier in the novel and a moment before. In the first sen-
tence of the last quoted passage, he is described as seeming to catch her
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FIGURE 2. Jennifer Ehle as Elizabeth Bennet in the first proposal scene from
the 1996 BBC production of Pride and Prejudice.

words with no less resentment than surprise. That is, there is still some
possibility of misinterpreting his body language at that point: he seems to
be resentful and surprised, but he might not actually be so. Then the next
sentence (“His complexion became pale with anger . . .”) leaves no doubt
that his body reflects his mind fully and faithfully.

After a period of inner struggle (observe the rule of restraint in ac-
tion!)—which leaves him transparent still, for the struggle is visible to
Elizabeth—Darcy attains, or believes he has attained, “the appearance of
composure.” This quick sequence of contrasts, this change from seeming
to being and then back to seeming—he seems resentful; he is angry; he is
struggling; he seems composed—creates the impression that the moment
of perfect access cannot last long, thus sharpening our appreciation for
the vision of a body caught in spontaneous emotion.

True, Austen emphasizes that time slows down for Elizabeth as she
watches Darcy’s internal struggle—“the pause was to Elizabeth’s feel-
ings dreadful” (130)—but we know that this pause could not really have
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FIGURE 3. Colin Firth as Mr. Darcy in the first proposal scene from the

1996 BBC production of Pride and Prejudice.

lasted very long. Brevity makes it ethically defensible, too: we don’t want
to think that Elizabeth actually enjoys watching Mr. Darcy at his most
transparent.?!

Anger, incidentally, is a particularly interesting emotion among those
that a character may struggle to suppress. Social psychologist Larissa
Z. Tiedens has demonstrated that anger appears to be “one of the few
emotions for which suppression can actually foster affiliation—people
like someone more if he or she restrains from displaying anger.”?? Fiction
writers have always anticipated psychologists in their intuitive grasp of
interpersonal dynamics. Here Austen does it again. We like Mr. Darcy;
we have liked him for the last two hundred years. But now, with the
advance of studies in cognitive and social psychology, we can see in a
new light the small details that contribute to making him an appealing
character, in spite of all his pride and snobbery.

This is not to say that concealing anger works like a charm in all
fictional contexts. We are not automatically enamored of every character
struggling to suppress his or her wrath. Rather, a moment of such sup-
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pression can increase our liking for a character when used strategically
in conjunction with other rhetorical techniques. (Or perhaps I should
say psychological techniques, for what is rhetoric but a skillful verbal
manipulation of our cognitive predispositions?)

Concealing Disappointment

Here is an example of embodied transparency from a more recent novel,
Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason (1999). Fielding’s
treatment of transparency is particularly interesting because, written from
the first-person point of view and obsessed with the issue of gender and
communication, her novel provides an apparently exhaustive report of
Bridget’s feelings and those of women surrounding her. (Men’s minds re-
main strategically obscured—in the tradition of Austen, whose Pride and
Prejudice and Persuasion inspired the “Bridget Jones” duology.) There
seems to be no need for special moments of embodied transparency.

But even here such moments are presented as rare and valuable flashes
of insight. For example, there is the scene at a ski resort in which Bridget
is talking to her boyfriend, Mark Darcy, and an attractive woman, Re-
becca, who is trying to steal Mark from Bridget. Rebecca invites Mark
and Bridget to a skiing party, where she would have more opportunities
to flirt with Mark, especially if Bridget, a poor skier, could be separated
from him:

“Oh, it’s so exhilarating,” said Rebecca, putting her goggles on her
head and laughing into Mark’s face. “Listen, do you both want to
have supper with us tonight? We are going to have a fondue up the
mountain, then a torchlight ski down—oh sorry, Bridget, but you
could come down in the cable car.”

“No,” said Mark abruptly, “I missed Valentine’s Day so I'm tak-
ing Bridget for a Valentine’s dinner.”

The good thing about Rebecca is there is always a split second
when she gives herself away by looking really pissed-off.

“QOkey-dokey, whatever, have a fun time,” she said, flashed the
toothpaste advert smile, then put her goggles on and skied off with a
flourish towards the town.?
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The rule of contrasts and the rule of transience are prominent here,
more so than the rule of restraint. First, Rebecca’s involuntary giving
“herself away by looking really pissed-off” is contrasted with her fake
spontaneity one moment earlier (when she appears unable to contain her
good spirits buoyed by skiing) and her fake friendliness right after (when
she smiles broadly to show that she does not mind Mark’s rejection). Her
bodily display of feelings is also contrasted with Mark’s opacity. When
Mark says “no,” it comes across as “abrupt,” which means that nothing
in his body language has prepared the two women for what he was about
to say.

Second, Fielding has Bridget actively draw our attention to the tran-
sience of this revelatory moment: Rebecca looks pissed off only for a
“split second,” so one is lucky to catch it. Everything happens too fast for
anybody to register Rebecca’s struggle to hide her disappointment. Hence
we get no explicit description of such a struggle. Do we still read it into the
scene? Perhaps it is there, though not described explicitly, hiding between
Rebecca’s looking pissed off and flashing the toothpaste advert smile?

Magical Exceptions

Now think of narratives whose genre conventions exempt them from the
rule of transience, such as myths and fairy tales or modern-day stories
with elements of magic. For instance, in the movie What Women Want
(2000) Mel Gibson’s character, Nick Marshall, falls into a bathtub with
a hairdryer and is jolted by electricity, which makes it possible for him
to hear the innermost thoughts of women around him. This fantastic
premise makes the issue of transience moot: women are transparent to
Nick all the time.

What electricity does to Nick, fairies do to the knight from the me-
dieval French fabliau “Le chevalier qui fist parler les cons” (“The Knight
Who Made Cunts Speak”). They give the poor but “gallant” protagonist
a marvelous gift: he can literally force women’s body parts to talk against
their owners’ wills. As one of the fairies explains:

Sir knight, my gift’s no small one:

wherever you go, west or east,
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you shall not find a maid or a beast,
so she have two eyes, whose cunt can refrain
from answering you if you but deign

to speak to it.
Another fairy continues:

Sir knight, to this second gift T add,
as is just and right, that if the cunt
be blocked or stoppered up in front
and cannot answer you straightway,
the arsehole will, without delay,
speak for it, if you give leave,

no matter whom it hurt or grieve.?*

The knight soon finds himself a guest in the