1

Brian RICHARDSON University of Maryland

FICTIONAL MINDS, NATURAL AND UNNATURAL

For some years, cognitive scientists have shown how much we may know about other people's thoughts and emotions simply by external means, especially by observing their behavior. We can if fact know much about them, including many things they do not know themselves. In an externalist approach to the mind, Alan Palmer observes, "others often supply more convincing explanations of our behavior than we do, and often predict our future behavior better than we do" (132). He cites Daniel Dennett's statement that your "body can vigorously betray the secrets that you are desperately trying to keep-by blushing or trembling or sweating, to mention only the most obvious cases" (80). But even the scientific community is partially divided on just how far such externalist knowledge actually extends. As Antonio Damasio contends, consciousness "is an entirely private, first-person process we call mind" (12).

This debate, in a rather different and more intense form, has entered literary studies. For over half a century, it had been widely accepted that fiction is qualitatively different from nonfiction since it is able to disclose the contents of other minds. This position is best associated with theorists like Käte Hamburger and Dorrit Cohn. Playing on the title of Cohn's important book, Palmer affirms instead that "not only can fictional minds be transparent to readers, there is a strong sense in which real minds can be transparent to other people" (132). He further states that "narrative theory tends to assume that characters in novels do not know what other characters are thinking and feeling. However, as we have seen, philosophers and psychologists say we can know these things. Once again, narrative theory appears to be out of step" (136).

David Herman also adheres to this general position. He denies that "readers' experiences of fictional minds are different in kind from their experiences of the minds they encounter outside the domain of narrative fiction" (2011: 8) and disputes the claim that "only fictional narratives can give us direct, 'inside' views of characters' minds, and that fictional minds are therefore sui generis, or different in kind from ordinary minds" (2011: 9). He argues against what he calls the "Exceptionality Thesis" (2011: 11) that insists on the basic, qualitative difference between fiction and nonfictional discourse and wishes instead to "develop a unified picture of mind representation of all sorts, fictional and other." Such an attempt does not merely negate what Dorrit Cohn has called the "distinction of fiction," but might even subsume fictional minds to a mimetic framework. Needless to say, a number of literary theorists are skeptical of many of the cognitivist claims, the ways they are applied, or the degree to which they are extended.

Narrative literature would seem to be in a very good position to help us resolve some of these debates. All the major positions would seem to have been around since the time of the ancient Greeks. The contents of a character's mind have been narrated by heterodiegetic narrators at least since Homer's extended depictions of the consciousness of Odysseus, while the problem of incorrectly reading the minds of others goes back at least to the disastrous misreading by the Trojans concerning the intent of whoever it was that left that large horse before the city's gates. At the same time, successful, sophisticated mind reading was performed by the Achaians on one of their own: when leaders came to recruit Odysseus to join the war effort, Odysseus pretended to be mad, running his plow in crazy patterns across his fields. The other Greeks, suspecting that this was mere feigned insanity, tested their hypothesis by placing his child in front of the plow. Odysseus yielded, and went off to fight. The others had perceived his genuine thoughts and intentions even when they were disguised, and they devised a public way to externally determine his actual mental state.

Modernist fiction is an especially ideal setting for this investigation, since modernist authors were insistently exploring the furthest reaches of interiority, including thoughts and feelings known and unknown to the individual in question. James Joyce even allows us to observe Leopold Bloom censor his own stream of thoughts. Bloom knows that is wife is planning to meet Blazes Boylan that afternoon for what seems likely to be an amorous tryst. (Bloom's prediction is correct); he has just remembered seeing advertisements for medicine for venereal disease:

If he... O! Eh? No... No.
No, no. I don't believe it. He wouldn't surely?

No, no.

Mr Bloom moved forward raising his troubled eyes. Think no more about that. ( 126)

The thought that Bloom is now refusing to let himself articulate, even subvocally, is "What if Boylan has the clap"? Modernists also meticulously delineated the existence and effect of unspoken thoughts. Most of the major characters in Edith Wharton's The Age of Innocence: are accomplished in the art of nonverbal communication. The most extreme such exchange occurs between Newland Archer and his wife, May just as Newland mentions he will soon be leaving to spend a few days in Washington. Ellen Olenska, the woman he loves, is now living in that city, and Newland had invented a spurious business trip in order to have a chance to visit her. May simply smiles, looks him straight in the eyes, and tells him to be sure to visit Ellen while he is there. The narrator explains: "It was the only word that passed between them on the subject; but in the code in which they had both been trained it meant: 'Of course you understand that I know all that people have been saying about Ellen, and heartily sympathize with my family in their effort to get her to return to her husband. I also know that, for some reason you have not chosen to tell me, you have advised her against this course'" (1051). This impressive, unspoken "pseudo-dialogue" continues for several sentences, containing many turns and disclosing several nuances, as nearly a full page is devoted to revealing May's unspoken but unmistakable thoughts. Emily Orlando observes that "Archer is not a close reader, and Wharton's women continually expose him as such. Ellen Olenska and May Welland succeed in collapsing his readings of them and, what is more, they read him more accurately than he reads himself" (174).

The culmination of this drama of misreading others occurs in a key scene at the end of the novel. Without her husband's prior agreement, May has arranged to give a party in honor of Ellen's impending move to Paris. As he looks around the dining table, he suddenly perceived "all the harmless-looking people engaged upon May's canvasbacks as a band of dumb conspirators, and himself and the pale woman on his right as the center of their conspiracy." To all of them he and Madame Olenska were lovers, "lovers in the extreme sense peculiar to 'foreign ' vocabularies" (1106). He suddenly realizes that he has been carefully observed by them for months, and that Ellen's removal had been carefully orchestrated by those at the table. Furthermore, the talk around him of Beaufort's demise and his family's expulsion from their social world is an elaborate, carefully enacted spectacle designed "'to show me,' he thought, 'what would happen to me-' and a deathly sense of the superiority of implication and analogy over direct action, and silence over rash words, closed in on him like the doors of the family vault" (1106-7). The entire time he had been dismissively using images of the theater to describe the behavior of those around him, they had been framing his actions within their own expectations and staging their own drama for his edification. The irony is all the greater since the two lovers never did have the physical contact that all the others had naturally assumed to have taken place, and the hypocrisy is all the more flagrant since this society cares exclusively about appearances as opposed to actual thoughts and deeds (1109).

We see both effective and ineffective mind reading at work in many other modernist works of fiction. In Borges' story "Death and the Compass," the success of the criminal plan depends upon a successful reading of the detective's mind. Red Scharlach plants clues that he knows Erik Lönnrot will read in a way that leads to a destination where he can be murdered. Scharlach's correct reading of Lönnrot's mind thus depends upon Lönnrot's inability to read his antagonist's.

Characters' inability to read the minds of other characters is often more prominent than is their ability to perform it successfully, and this is a recurring theme of modern fiction. Ford Madox Ford's The Good Soldier is a novel of a man who consistently misreads the minds of nearly all the people around him. Virginia Woolf's characters often perform very successful acts of mind reading; repeatedly, we see Mrs Ramsay correctly understanding the thoughts and worries of her husband and children. But her characters more often mistake the minds of others. At the uncomfortable beginning of the dinner in To the Lighthouse (1927), we learn that "Mrs. Ramsay felt that something was lacking. All of them bending themselves to listen thought, 'Pray heaven that the inside of my mind may not be exposed,' for each thought, 'The others are feeling this. They are outraged and indignant with the government about the fishermen. Whereas, I feel nothing at all" (94). There is a crucial distinction in the kind of knowledge displayed here. The characters, as humans normally do, are making inferences about the thoughts of those around them and, as often happens to humans, they fail totally in their attempts at "mindreading." By contrast, the narrator knows exactly what they are thinking. People, and mimetic characters, infer the thoughts of others and can be mistaken; the third-person narrator articulates them and cannot be wrong (see Tobin). This is because a fictional narration is a qualitatively different kind of speech act than a nonfictional narrative; the creation of its world and the contents of its minds is a performative utterance that cannot be falsified. Thus, as Thomas Nagel has shown, we can never know what it is like to be a bat but in fiction, as Franz Kafka has demonstrated, we can know exactly what it is like to be a deferential traveling salesman who is also a giant bug. A particularly rich series of examples of misreading other minds appears throughout Joyce's "The Dead." Here is one example of Gabriel misinterpreting the thoughts of his wife:

---Gretta dear, what are you thinking about? She did not answer nor yield wholly to his arm. He said again, softly: ---Tell me what it is, Gretta. I think I know what is the matter. Do I know? 218

Evaluating her speech and behavior, Gabriel has made a terrible blunder; what he thought was her sexual desire for him turns out to be grief for another man who died many years earlier. Reading the mind of another, including one's spouse, can be very difficult.

It is extremely odd, indeed, almost inexplicable, that David Herman offers this very example as one that exemplifies the postulating and revising of hypotheses concerning the thoughts of others. Gabriel's blunder, Herman states, "shapes Gabriel's self-understanding, generating new inferences about his long-held assumptions and beliefs-about the bearing of the past on the present, about Gretta's and his relationship, about his capacity to love " (2007: 254). But rather than a tale of mistaken and revised mindreading, this story is, I argue, a demonstration of the difficulty of correctly reading another's thoughts. Gabriel has, after all, been performing ineffective mind reading with his wife for many years. He misreads all the minds around him at the dinner party, especially the women's. Furthermore, the conclusions Gabriel draws are also probably erroneous. He does not correct his earlier misreading; rather, he plunges into new ones. The story is a masterpiece of misreading.

Ironically, cognitive science goes beyond the positions of cognitive narratologists as it has explored just these kinds of misreading and can offer plausible explanations as to why they occur. A recent newspaper article summarizes some of these: Men found it twice as hard to guess a woman's mood than a man's after being shown pictures of people's eyes and estimating how they were feeling, researchers found. However, the study showed that it is not because of men's lack of tryingthe male volunteers were given brain scans while they looked at the pictures, and the data suggested an unusual reason for the difficulty in reading women's feelings. When looking at male eyes, men related what they saw to themselves, with the parts of their brains linked to past thoughts and feelings lighting up. . . . The scientists found that the amygdala, a part of the brain believed to be important for empathy with others, showed more activity when men looked at a man, rather than a woman. The researchers, from the LWL University Hospital in Bochum, western Germany, said the male ability to decipher a woman's thoughts from her expression relates to earlier periods of history when being able to tell what another man was thinkingand whether he posed a threatwas much more important. -- [START_REF] Hall | Study Explains Why Men Struggle To Read Female Emotions[END_REF].

There is another relation that utterly strains mindreading or makes it largely impossible, and that is cultural difference. Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man depicts the many ways in which the protagonist, as a black man, was invisible or could only be seen by whites in a stereotypical manner. Richard Wright begins his nonfiction work, 12 Million Black Voices, with a statement of the unreadability he is forced into by whites: The book begins with a powerful statement noting a different collective ignorance: "Each day when you see us black folk upon the dusty land of the farms or upon the hard pavement of the city streets, you usually take us for granted and think you know us, but our history is far stranger than you suspect, and we are not what we seem" (10). The factor of cultural difference needs to be taken into consideration in any account of mindreading, perhaps even more so than gender difference.

It is important to remember that "mindreading" as used by cognitivists is always a metaphor; for literal mindreading, we have to go directly to fiction: either to a third-person narrator or a telepathic character who can really read minds, like Saleem Sinai in Midnight's Children once he becomes able to hear the thoughts of other children born on the day of India's independence. And then there are postmodern character narrators who decide to like act like omniscient narrators, such as José Altamirano in Juan Gabriel Vasquez's The Secret History of Costaguana (79), who simply states: "right now I make use of my narrator's prerogatives, I take the magic potion of omniscience and enter [the head] of another person" (79). A thoroughly unified field of mind construction, as sought by Herman, must be troubled by such statements; they would not make much sense in such a field precisely because they flagrantly violate the boundary that Herman is trying to efface.

We may conclude that in realist works, what is called "mind reading" works as well as-or perhaps even better?-than it does in real life. Modernist authors are particularly effective in drawing attention to its successes and, even more, its numerous failures. In the end, mind reading is quite fallible, and would be more accurately designated "mind guessing." In life and in mimetic fiction, we see that there are two major impediments to the successful understanding of other minds: these are cultural difference and gender difference. These enormous variables must be factored into any plausible account of the knowledge of other minds. It is perhaps not surprising that huge mistakes involving the thoughts of others like the Trojan horse or Agamemnon's innocent assumptions about Clytemnestra's character both involve cultural or gender difference, and may in part be caused by those difference. Even mythology recognizes these limits to the knowledge of other minds.

In the end, if you really want to know, to know, what is going on in a character's mind you need to listen to what an omniscient narrator says. That's why they're called omniscient. Or you can enjoy scenes of actual, literal mindreading in the fiction of Faulkner, Rushdie, and others, but with the important caveat that it only happens in fiction. And this, in the end, strongly confirms the distinctive difference of fiction. I will conclude with a relevant if parodic comment from Gogol's 1842 story "The Overcoat," in which the narrator provides many details of the private thoughts of the protagonist. At one point he describes a smile on the face of Akaky Akakievich, and after rhetorically asking why the man was smiling, goes on to aver that there is no way to creep into a man's soul and find out what he thinks-an activity, that is, that this omniscient narrator has been performing all along.