Emotional Contagion:
Rethinking EMPIRICAL
EXPRESSION
How are we to conceive of emotional expression, such as the other’s smile? In this paper, I will articulate
and dispel the myth that, hidden behind the expressive face of an other, there lies an objective antecedent,
such as a mental state. The dogma of empiricism has permeated our understanding of emotions and affective displays, leading to the development of theories that objectivize the source of expression: expressive
emotions become emotional states. Both Gilbert Ryle and phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty have
similar things to say about this tendency and why it is a problem. My paper will begin with a discussion
of Ryle and his chapter on moods and emotions in The Concept of Mind. There is an important distinction
between agitations and inclinations, two different things that the word ‘emotion’ is intended to designate.
Both inclinations and agitations are motivated according to Ryle, but motives are not the same as causes
and there is a tendency to confuse the two when discussing emotion. By clarifying these concepts, Ryle illustrates why it is a mistake to suppose that emotions are, “To external witnesses, necessarily occult” (Ryle
1949:90). In the second half of the paper, I will introduce Merleau-Ponty’s thoughts on intercorporeality
and virtual intentionality as discussed in The Phenomenology of Perception (1945). I will argue that because the face of an other is first and foremost visible, it is already sensible, allowing us to “inhabit [their]
spectacle” (Merleau-Ponty 1945:291). To phrase this point differently, emotions are contagious, and the
expression of an other’s face can be thought of as a possible habitat. We already partake in the other’s
emotion at the very moment it is expressed.
By Michelle Genevieve Charette
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n this paper, I will articulate and dispel the myth that,
hidden behind the expressive face of an other, there lies
an objective antecedent. When I perceive the face of a woman sitting next to me on the streetcar as expressing joy
via her smile, I might consider the reasons for her joy. The
habit of partaking in this type of inquiry, however, does
not necessarily give rise to the conclusion that moods are
feelings which lie hidden within a person and cause facial expressions. The dogma of empiricism has, however,
permeated our understanding of emotions and affective
displays, leading to the development of theories which
objectivize the source of expression: expressive emotions
become emotional states. Empirically-driven theories
tend to view perception as a third-person process rather
than something that happens in the context of interaction
(Gallagher 2008:536). For the remainder of this paper,
the reader should understand the concepts ‘mental state’,
‘objective’, and ‘mechanistic’ as synonymous and connoting the empirical tradition wherein the espoused view is
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that only scientific or ‘natural’ laws and forces are operative in the world. The body of an other is thus understood
as an expression of objective causality. As Merleau-Ponty
(1945:12) writes, “Empiricism forces the phenomenal
universe into categories which make sense only in the universe of science.” Against this understanding of emotional
expression, I will argue that affective displays and emotions
are not two separate things; separating them only serves to
reify the latter (the ‘internal event’). Both Gilbert Ryle and
phenomenologist Mer-leau-Ponty have similar things to
say about this tendency and why it is a problem.
My paper will begin with a discussion of Ryle and his
chapter on moods and emotions in The Concept of Mind
(1949). For Ryle, motives are not the same as causes, and
there is a tendency to confuse the two when discussing
emotion. In the second half of the paper, I will introduce
Mer-leau-Ponty’s thoughts on intercorporeality and virtual intentionality as discussed in the space chapter of The
Phenomenology of Perception (1945). I will make expli-
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cit how this idea makes the previously mentioned critique
salient: what Merleau-Ponty calls intentionality bears a
striking resemblance to what Ryle calls motives, yet this
points to how Ryle’s thoughts about affective displays could be expanded upon. I will argue that the face of an
other is already sensible, which allows one to “inhabit the
spectacle” (Merleau-Ponty 1945:291); emotions are contagious. We are already implicated in the emotion of an
other at the very first moment it is expressed.
I. Gilbert Ryle and ‘Emotions’
Classical empiricist approaches to perception argue that
nothing other than psychological laws and subjective states
are permissible in our explanatory accounts of thoughts,
beliefs and atti-tudes. Peter Strawson writes:
Certainly we are entitled to speak freely, as we do, of
the existence of other types of things - of bodies, intersubjective space, other subjects of experience, etc.; but
all such talk is only a convenient, indeed practically
indispensable, way of abbreviating propositions which
could in principle be reduced to the basic elements.
(Strawson 1992:72-73, emphasis mine)
We often speak of emotional displays as if they are
causally motivated in the aforementioned, essentially reductive sense. That is, when an individual expresses an
emotion of a certain kind, it is common practice to ask
them what caused them to behave this way, ‘Why are you
in such a good mood?’ or ‘What happened this morning
to make you so upset?’ This language has been misconstrued as suggesting an internal event without which the
consequent – smiling or frowning, for example -could
not occur. When inquiries about emotional expression
are made, this indeed points to an event or cause in the
world which acts to motivate expression, but it does not
offer support for supposing a computational middle step
(the internal emotional state) as something separate from
and causally responsible for producing expression. There is
an important difference between motivations and causes,
which I will articulate in various ways throughout the following sections.
In The Concept of Mind, Ryle argues that there are three
or four different kinds of things which the word ‘emotion’
acts to designate: ‘inclinations’ (or motives), ‘moods’, ‘agitations’ and ‘feelings’. I will discuss two of these types of
emotion: agitations and inclinations. The latter designates
emotional trends, the observation of which can provide
knowledge about one’s own character or about the charac-
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ter of another person. Inclinations or motives do not designate momentary affective displays but rather propensities
for behaving in certain ways. An agitation, on the other
hand, occurs when a person is subject to “two opposing
forces” (Ryle 1949:93). In an important sense, these two
things are dependent upon each other while neither is to
be under-stood in causal or explanatory terms. It is worth
noting that Ryle’s discussion of agitations more or less only
involves a first-person account of agitations, or of how one
comes to know their own agitations. Nevertheless, I will
argue that insofar as knowing one’s own inclinations depends on interpretative work, and the way in which someone discovers their own long-term motives is the same
as the way in which they discover those of others (Ryle
1949:90), it is no less achievable to obtain knowledge about the agitations of others. This is because inclinations are
factors in agitations. The difference between them is that
agitations are immediately interpretable, while knowledge
about a person’s inclinations depends on hermeneutical
work: gathering and inter-preting a person’s actions in varying circumstances over a period of time.
II. Inclinations
Ryle writes about how we often ask people why they feel
the way they do. Ryle blames, in part, the language of ‘feeling’ for the tendency to speak of emotions as though they
can be traced back to a specific occurrence which brings
about a ‘mental state’. However, Ryle argues that emotions
are not felt in the same way that a tactile object is felt in
order to deduce its properties. Nevertheless, empiricism
understands the question ‘Why do you feel badly?’ as implying the potential for tactility in similar terms. These two
senses of the verb ‘to feel’ become conflated in our day-today speech and from this arises a tendency to investigate
the supposed inner state which ‘causes’ the emotional expression. Asking someone why they are inclined towards
certain behaviour broadens the discussion of emotions,
illuminating why the method of investigation for causal
antecedents do not befit affective displays.
One does not feel badly in the same way that one feels,
for example, the softness of an apple. An apple is something that can be held. It can be examined from multiple
perspectives, tasted and poked at until, eventually, the perceiver knows that the apple feels soft, smells sweet, tastes
sour, and so on. This is also partly true of other people in
the world. We can ask others genuine questions, observe
their behavior and listen to them speak about enough issues so that eventually, we perceive a sense of their character. This is an important distinction: explaining a person’s
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behaviour with reference to their emotions will be a reference to their inclinations. The cause of an apple feeling
soft, for example, might be due to the fact that it has become ripe at such and such time due to being left out on
the counter for more than two days. A better example of a
localized occurrence would be this: the plastic bag containing the apple tore on my walk home from the grocery
store, leading to the occurrence of the apple falling, hitting
the cement side-walk, and rolling onto the street. This occurrence caused it to bruise and thus feel soft. We can-not
engage in this form of inquiry per se with the person who
expresses, for example, generous or kind behaviour. The
language of cause and effect does not suit emotions any
more than the language of inclinations suits apples falling
to the ground. People’s behaviours or emotions can-not be
explained in the same kind of causal terms as an apple’s
properties, and this is because people are not things, but
intentionalities, a term we will look closer at later in the
paper. By get-ting clear on why this is the case, one can
begin to take notice of how emotions are not to be un-derstood in light of an inference to an inner state or process.
It is in no way a normative practice to investigate the
cause of one’s behavior - we take the behaviour of others
(and our own) at face value. While we might ask what led
someone to be-have generously, this seldom occurs when
that person is familiar to us. Ryle argues that while certain
affective displays can indicate an agent’s motive, motivations are different than causes in an important sense: they
are indicative of one’s inclinations or dispositional attitudes. If I am motivated to act generously, this is not because
I felt a throb of generosity in my brain like one feels a
tickle in their leg: “[N]ot all feelings are localized or able
to be traced back to a particular part of the body” (Ryle
1949:85). I do not register a feeling of generosity every
time that I intend or display generous behavior, nor would
I ever ask someone the question, ‘From where in your body
does the generosity arise?’ Generosity is a kind of attitude
that one takes towards the world for various reasons. These
reasons, however, manifest themselves in the overall character of a person. Consequently, the motivations which
give rise to inclinations tend to be rather amor-phous, they
are habitual orientations. He writes that, instead of being
traceable or localized, in-clinations such as “glows of pride
seem to pervade the whole body in much the same way
as do glows of warmth” (Ryle 1949:84). When a person
acts generously, this is because they are a generous person. They are motivated to act generously for numerous
reasons, but these reasons are not events antecedent to
their beginning to act generously. Inclinations give rise to
6
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knowledge about a person’s character, or habitual behaviour towards the world. 		
Inclinations are not states, they are propensities. That
is, inclinations are not events found in the brain, as the
reductive scientist or philosopher would have us think.
When someone gives change to the homeless from generosity, generosity is merely the inclination to provide for
those who are less fortunate, “[A]s well as to perform a
thousand other courtesies of the same general kind” (Ryle
1949:113). One way that Ryle defends the view that no
behavioural display requires registering an antecedent causal event is with the following example:
If to say that his interest was strong meant that the
supposed feelings were frequent and acute, the absurd
consequence would follow that the more strongly a
man was interested in a subject, the more his attention
would be distracted from it…. the vain man never feels vain. (Ryle 1949:88)
‘Feelings’ do not properly account for inclinations. This
is because when one is inclined towards a specific kind of
behaviour, they demonstrate a certain sort of readiness or
proneness to engage with things or others in a particular
way. Insofar as this is true, the motivations which contribute to a person’s generous behavior will be, in some
sense, tacit. One conclusion that can be drawn from this
is that in order to understand the motivations of a person,
we must observe their behav-iour over time and in varying circumstances. Figuring out one’s own propensities, as
well as those of others, is therefore a kind of hermeneutical
activity. We cannot determine anything about a person’s
propensities if we have only met them once, and no causal
explanation referring to internal states can serve to fill this
gap.
III. Agitations
In the previous section I have made clear that inclinations
are different kinds of things than inter-nal mental states,
and do not require positing any internal mental state, as
empiricists would have us think. Rather, they are dispositions which manifest a person’s character. But indeed, not
all inclinations are static. What I mean by this is that we
often succumb to ‘events’ which challenge our propensities. An individual might be inclined towards generous behaviour for the first 15 years of their life until some event
occurs which makes them doubt whether or not this propensity properly characterizes their views about the world.
Ryle calls these events ‘agitations’. They are, unlike incli-
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nations, signs of feelings (such as itches, pangs or throbs),
but are still nonetheless irreducible to an internal event.
He writes that people in agitated conditions are, “[T]o use
a hazardous metaphor, subject to opposing forces” (Ryle
1949:93). What exactly does this mean?
It is helpful to think of agitations as episodes that interfere with inclinations. In other words, agitations might
be understood as distractions or challenges to one’s character. For example, if a person is inclined towards behaving
generously towards those who are less fortunate and inclined towards intolerance for thievery, they might be torn
between these two propensities under the circumstance
of seeing a homeless woman steal from a grocery store.
Ryle writes: “[A]n agitator requires that there exists two
inclinations or an inclination and a factor impediment”
(Ryle 1949:94). Agitations are seemingly more susceptible
to a causal or mechanistic explanation than inclinations.
When a person is disposed towards acting in a generous
way, then there is a kind of turbulence. This can lead to the
temptation to ask where this turbulence occurs. But if we
recall that agitations are premised upon existing inclinations, then neither of the two can be internally localized.
Rather than a felt turbulence in the agent’s stream of consciousness, agitations are themselves the enactment of one
or more inclinations. For instance, a man who wants to
live and is dying is precluded by the facts from doing what
he wants, and these instances show an important feature
of agitations, namely that they presuppose the existence of
inclinations which are not themselves agitations, much as
eddies presuppose the existence of currents which are not
themselves eddies. (Ryle 1949:93)
Thus, agitations and inclinations, according to Ryle,
are mutually dependent: “[C]hanges of envi-ronment,
companionship, health and age, external criticisms and
examples can all modify the balance of power between
the inclinations which constitute one side of a person’s
character” (Ryle 1949:112). The strength or weakness of
a person’s inclinations will be alterable and so also the impact of an agitation.
Grimaces and gestures, conversational avowals, interjections and tones of voice are themselves all modes of
communication. But communication here is not to be
understood as gestures which convey some internal state.
Rather, these gestures are themselves the enactment of
inclinations. They are different ways that a person’s agitations and inclinations are directly or indirectly expressed. Agitations are curious because they are, in some sense,
immediately perceivable while inclinations are more opaque. The following question then arises, How does one
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make sense of a perceived agitation without knowing the
persons’ dispositional history? The way that one reacts or
finds themselves agitated will be dictated by the event and
the inclinations that suit that event. Insofar as this is true,
there is a shared capacity for speculative work when it comes to emotional displays.
IV. Merleau-Ponty and Intentionality
In the previous sections I articulated why Ryle thinks
that emotional displays are not expressions of some hidden, objective antecedent. Rather, they are manifestations
of motives which charac-terize an individual. Coming to
understand a person’s inclinations or propensities involves
her-meneutical interpretation, while agitations provide a
glimpse of one’s inclinations insofar as the agitations exist
by virtue of two competing inclinations. In the remainder of this paper I will make the case that Ryle’s insights
fare well with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological
understanding of intentionality. In sections V and VI, I
will discuss how intercorporeality makes virtual intentionality possible, so the burden of understanding another
person’s affectivity does not depend solely on hermeneutical interpretation.
Within the phenomenological tradition, intentionality
refers to the directedness of one’s per-ception or thought.
Bodily orientation is what unites perception with objects
in the world, so in a certain sense my knowledge of something will always involve what appears on my stage of perception - a view is always a view from somewhere. That is
to say, how an object or event shows up within perception
is always shaped by our own bodily resources. MerleauPonty writes that within the empirical tradition, perception is impoverished,
[Becoming] purely a matter of knowledge, a progressive noting down of qualities and of their most habitual distribution, and the perceiving subject approaches
the world as the scientist approaches his experiments.
(Merleau-Ponty 1945:28)
Finding meaning in the world is not a matter of a causal process, but rather of a taking up, elabo-rating, and
bringing to expression what is indeterminately offered to
us by the world. In light of this, the body is not to be
understood as a an anonymous mechanism responding to
stimulus, but rather as a specific behavior that manifests
intentionality or “being-in-the-world” (Merleau-Ponty
1945:xvi). For mechanistic physiology, all bodily expression can be broken down into a series of causal relations.
mICHELLE gENEVIEVE cHARETTE
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But this view loses sight of what allows expression to first
and foremost appear; namely, the visual properties that
are present on one’s horizon of perception. How one engages with an object within their horizon is governed by
both the body’s orientation and the object. The latter is
never fully revealed to an agent, and this is because what
one perceives will always ex-ceed their momentary, oriented gaze. Expression, for example, is one way of taking
up the mean-ing of a situation, rather than something
which is caused by the situation. While I might come to
know all the physical properties of the apple which rests
before me, it is only in virtue of com-pleting a scientific
and thus non-phenomenological investigation of it. Prior
to this, my lived in-tentionality already perceives the apple
as something shiny, refreshing, attractive, red, smooth,
etc. Intentionality is the pre-objective view of being-inthe-world; it is what allows us to centre our existence
while also “[preventing] us from centering it completely”
(Merleau-Ponty 1945:98). Intentionality strikes a balance
between the physiological and the psychic, and emotions
are a salient testament to this directness which cannot be
explained solely by reference to physiological resources.
V. Intercorporeality
We need not have anything other than a similarly structured sensory apparatus to be moved by the affective displays of others. Indeed, knowing which muscle is activated
before or during laughter does not make emotional expression more intelligible or meaningful; we can measure
the width of a smile but this will not contribute anything
whatsoever to the impact of smiling. This is true not only
of emotions but of all bodily movement. How we interact
with other bodies in the world illustrates a particularly notable element of intentionality: that it is a shared aspect of
human life. Consider the following example. The sleepy
man does not yawn because he has found out he is sleepy (Ryle 1949:102), nor is his yawn contagious because
others discover that they too have a surplus of carbon dioxide in their blood and are thus in need of more oxygen.
The individual nearby who finds this expression infectious
and yawns afterwards does so be-cause the movement signals to him that he could inhabit the space of sleepiness.
Other bodies are therefore not objects to be objectively
scrutinized, but rather behaviours that manifest intentionality. And furthermore, it is not merely true that other
bodies manifest intentionality. It is also important to note
that their intentionality actually draws us in to it – as the
yawn does. This over-lapping of bodily intentionalities is
what Merleau-Ponty calls intercorporeality.
8
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How one takes up a perceptual object and deals with it
is illustrative of one’s motivations and intentionality. The
way one is directed towards the smile or frown of another
is influenced by their inclinations. Merleau-Ponty’s view
of emotions seems to square well with Ryle’s view that inclinations are characteristic of the person, and that these
behaviour trends are more or less available to be taken up
by anyone. Moreover, Merleau-Ponty speaks of emotion
as being in-volved in a situation which “one is not managing to face and from which, nevertheless, one does not
want to escape” (Merleau-Ponty 1945:99). Here, he uses
the word emotion in a sense akin to Ryle’s explanation of
agitations. If one is angry, for example, it is due to two opposing forces. It would seem that in order to understand
this affective display as anger, we would need to know the
nature of the situation as well as speculate as to which two
(or more) opposing inclinations suit the circumstance. But
according to Merleau-Ponty, our understanding of emotional displays is more immediate than is suggested by Ryle’s
account. Inclinations and agitation are character-istic of
human life, and “the gesture does not make me think of
anger, it is anger itself ” (Merleau-Ponty 1945:214).
We all have bodies that are susceptible to developing
propensities. These propensities or “be-haviour-trends”
(Ryle 1949:110) are what allows for significance or meaning to appear. For ex-ample, if I am inclined towards behaving prudishly, the facial expressions that I perceive in
Ba-roque art will mean something different to me than
to the person who is inclined towards indul-gent behaviour. Take, for example, Peter Paul Rubens’ painting titled
Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus (1618). The painting
is a salient example of the Baroque period. It depicts two
men in armour abducting two naked women, Phoebe
and Hilaeira. There is discernible chaos and movement
on the canvas, and although the painting is an inanimate
object, the characters are almost guaranteed to animate something within the perceiver that observes them. For the
person who is inclined towards prudishness, the faces of
Phoebe and Hilaeira in this work of art might immediately
communicate discomfort. The person who is inclined towards indulgence might find themselves solely directed towards the faces of Castor and Pollux, consumed by reverie.
Bodily expressions are familiar to us because they signify a
person or characters lived intention, and this signification
is often immediately sensed. Inclinations are what shape
what we notice, so the prudish person will be more susceptible to noticing prudish orientation where the indulgent
person will notice indulgent orientations. Moreover, our
interpretations of perception shapes the meanings we find
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Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus, (1618) Peter Paul Rubens
224 x 221, Alte Pinakothek, München

mICHELLE gENEVIEVE cHARETTE

9

– so that one person might interpret Phoebe as being in
discomfort while an-other person might interpret her expression differently.
We can conclude that for both thinkers, expressions
are devoid of causal antecedents in the way conceived by
empiricism. And we needn’t take from this that there must
be some occult antecedent prior to expression. This is even
further from the truth. While an individual might have
privileged access to “the so-called springs of his own acatiaons” (Ryle 1949:91), the action of, say, smiling, stirs up
a sense of familiarity within the perceiver; perception speaks
to our in-herence in things (Merleau-Ponty 1945:408, italics in original). Intercorporeality is the condition of possibility for being moved by another’s lived intention. What
I mean by this is that we are inextricably bound to the
facial and bodily appearances of emotion. This is apparent
insofar as one seldom demands an explanation for affective displays before simply responding to them. While the
other and oneself are unique subjects, both share a world.
VI. Virtual Space and Emotional Contagion
I have argued that intentionality and ‘behaviour trends’
are closely related, and what gives rise to the chiastic
structure of understanding and responding to another’s intentionality is intercorporeality. In this section, I would
like to explore a few tangible cases in which the body of an
other expresses an emotion and the perceptible visual qualities of that emotion are contagious to those who observe
it. We can define this phenomenon as emotional contagion: when one experiences virtual or human space superimposed upon physical expression. Witnessing another’s
emotional expression is precisely to inhabit a virtual space
that one’s habit body did not already allow one to see; the
other had to highlight it for me. How or in what sense do
we come to inhabit the affective displays of another? Or, as
Merleau-Ponty himself poses:
We need to know how an object in space can become
the eloquent relic of an existence; how conversely, an
intention, a thought or a project can detach themselves from the personal subject and become visible
outside him in the shape of a body, and in the environment which he builds for himself. (Merleau-Ponty
1945:406)
My hope is to illustrate that agitations and affective
displays are significant on their own terms in virtue of how
we engage with them.
In the The Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty
10
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(1945:291) writes that the visual field imposes a system of
possible actions upon the perceiving subject. The expression of anoth-er’s face can be thought of as a possible habitat insofar as no content of experience is in itself oriented
(Merleau-Ponty 1945:289). The other’s expressions open
up a certain way of attuning ourselves to the surrounding
world, and thus reveals in the surrounding world certain
possibilities of action to which we were formerly blind.
To illustrate and support this claim, he writes of an experiment where a subject sees the room in which he is situated through inverted spectacles. Observations made by
the experimenter in this case, Wertheimer, show that a visual orientation can impose an orientation on the subject
which is not that of his body:
The reflected room miraculously calls up a subject capable of living in it. The virtual body ousts the real one
to such an extent that the subject no longer has the
feeling of being in the world where he actually is, and
the instead of his real legs and arms, he feels that he has
the legs and arms he would need to walk and act in the
reflected room: he inhabits the spectacle. (MerleauPonty 1945:291)
Our bodies are thus capable of adapting to new spatial
configurations that are seen, while all the while knowing
that that place is not where the body is currently stationed. Merleau-Ponty writes of a baby that opens its mouth
when an adult playfully takes one of its fingers between
his teeth, pretending to bite down. Immediately the baby
senses the significance of the mouth as an appa-ratus to
bite with, imposing upon his or her own bodily awareness
that which it senses in the adult’s body (Merleau-Ponty
1945:410). I can look at an old image from my childhood
and im-mediately recollect the feeling, the scent or the
sounds of that place where I once sat; the photo calls on
me to engage with a virtual habitat. The face of an other
might be understood in light of this example: a smile is
an invitation from the other to engage with them in similar terms, in their habitat and therefore in light of their
intentionality.
We are inclined to prod the emotional expression
of others in order to ascertain whether or not their smiles, their laughter, or their frowns are sincere. Take, for
example, the individual who is skilled at fake crying. One
would likely feel slighted if they ever found out that the
tears they perceived were fake. This is because they were already shared by he or she that perceived them: the gesture
presents itself as a question in need of engagement, “brin-
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ging certain perceptible bits of the world to my notice,
and inviting my concurrence in them” (Merleau-Ponty
1945:215). This is a testament to virtual intentionality;
emotions are contagious. Inquiring about the authenticity
of an other’s emotion proves that we are already implicated
in the emotion of an other at the very first moment it is
expressed.
Seeing someone in an agitated condition is often difficult. It is even more so when it is sincere and we care for
that person. If we know that someone is the kind of person who is inclined to-wards stoicism, for instance, seeing
them express sadness will be all the more difficult because
we know that their ‘feeling’ is one of discomfort. But we
are equally susceptible to emotional contagion when we
know nothing of the person, like while watching a movie.
In no way must I recall my own experienced sadness in
order to understand the gesture of crying, for instance, as
denotive of an agitated feeling which is to be avoided. It
is merely contagious. Empathy, in its simplest form, seems
like a capacity nascent in all human life.
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Conclusion
In this paper, I have argued that there are similarities between what Ryle and Merleau-Ponty have to say about
emotion. For both thinkers, affective displays are not reducible to an objective antecedent. Ryle (1949:102) writes: “[T]he conversational avowal of moods requires not
acumen, but openness. It comes from the heart, not from
the head. It is not discovery, but voluntary non-concealment.” Although here he is talking of avowing emotion
via speech, I take it to be no less the case that one’s facial
expression avows a particular emotion. The question ‘Why
do you feel sad?’ is the same as asking ‘Why do you express sadness?’ which is to pre-reflectively accept the visible
properties of agitated expression as denotive of something
significant. Intercorporeality is the condition for the possibility of emotional contagion, but this has been forgotten in favour of the empirical tradition. No physiological
breakdown of a person’s smile, tears or anger could ever
replace the meaningfulness of perception and intercorporeal engagement. Whether this significance is accumulated
over time, in conjunction with a hermeneutical interpretation of the person’s character and inclinations, or in one
momentary glimpse, the capacity for virtual intentionality is no less absent. Expressions are meaningful in and
of themselves.
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