Laura Herman Mind Reading and Face Reading

“Mind reading,” or perceiving another’s mental state, is inherently linked to “face
reading.” Somatosensory perception has a stronger link to emotional state than one may
expect. Additionally, the somatic states of those around us affect our personal motor
system. Therefore, it follows that somatic perception of the other leads directly to
emotional perception of that same other. This theory can be best explored through the
concept of mirror neurons.

Mirror neurons account for the activation of an observer’s motor system in the
area being activated by the observant. Much of the literature on mirror neurons explores
bodily actions such as walking, dancing, or reaching. However, the mirror neuron system
is also activated for facial expressions. As a facial expression, typically, is an outward
manifestation of an internal emotional state, facial expressions provide a superb conduit
for interpersonal detection of inner states. The mirror neuron system— with its aptitude
for mimicry and mimesis— can thus be credited for emotional empathy.

Current models of the human empathetic system suggest that it is composed of the
mirror neuron system, the limbic system, and the insula.' In both imitation and
perception of emotional facial expressions, mirror neurons are activated, which in turn
activates the insula, which in turn modulates the limbic system.” This suggests that,
simply by viewing another’s facial expression, humans perceive and mirror their

emotional state.
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This is further supported by studies of patients in which the mimicry system is not
fully functioning: particularly those with autism. Autistic patients have long been known
to have difficulty with social interactions and theory of mind’, but the directly neural
cause was unclear. In a study that showed both autistic and control participants images of
happy/angry facial expressions, the autistic patients did not automatically mimic facial
expressions whereas the neurotypical participants did.* Based on autistics’ difficulty with
empathy, it seems that this automatic mimicry is inherent in emotional understanding, or
“mind reading.” Two other studies take this discovery a step further by linking this lack
of emotional empathy directly with a disruption of the mirror neuron system.”® As in
many neurological studies, this lack of function paired with anatomical disruption
provides strong evidence that the anatomical area (mirror neuron system) is linked with
the cognitive function (emotional empathy).

If an autistic patient were to read a piece of literature about a character in a certain
situation, they would have trouble understanding what the character was thinking or

feeling at the time.” The aforementioned studies would suggest that this lack of literary
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empathy is also due to the autistics’ nonfunctional mirror neuron system. Thus, literary
“mind reading” and “face reading” are both necessary for emotional empathy and are

inherently linked through the mirror neuron system.
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