[bookmark: _Hlk65685480]Does the notion of inference to the best explanation provide the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds?

[bookmark: _Int_p8ACjLAm]As we are self-aware, due to being conscious beings, we can be certain that we have our own minds. However, while we believe that other beings also have their own minds, we cannot be certain of this. As we only have access to our own minds, philosophers do not try to prove the existence of other minds, so much as they try to justify the belief of other conscious beings with other minds. The problem of other minds, as phrased by Avramides, asks, “how do I know (or how can I justify the belief) that other beings exist who have thoughts, feelings and other mental attributes?”[footnoteRef:1] Sometimes the problem of other minds is presented slightly differently by different philosophers – for example, Avramides refers to Wittgenstein’s approach, that the ‘real’ problem of mind is conceptual; “why do I so much as think that there are other thinking, feeling beings?”[footnoteRef:2] The argument from analogy is one of the ways that philosophers have tried to justify beliefs in other minds, and it uses inference to approach the problem of other minds. The notion of inference uses a degree of reasoning to understand the existence of other minds, it argues that by using logic, we can infer from the behaviour of other people that they are like us, and therefore have a mind like us – for example, people usually express feelings of pain in the same way. [1:  Anita Avramides, ‘Other Minds’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Winter 2020 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2020/entries/other-minds/> [accessed 6 October 2022].]  [2:  Avramides.] 

As with all explanations, the argument from analogy has convincing, as well as less convincing, aspects. One of the key issues, for example, is that the argument from analogy is very general, and when we talk about minds there are so many different mental states that can be categorised in ways that are very different from each other. Mental states can vary, for example from the simple experience of pain to complex thinking such as required for creativity or mathematics. In addition to this, philosophers such as Gilbert Ryle have criticised the argument from analogy, as inference cannot be confirmed.[footnoteRef:3] However, it should be considered that many scientific hypotheses cannot be directly verified. Another concern with the argument from analogy is whether it could be applied to animals, considering that human behaviours differ from the behaviours of other beings. There may also be alternative approaches that better justify our beliefs, such as non-inferential knowledge of minds, or behaviourism. [3:  Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind: 60th Anniversary Edition, p.15 (London: Routledge, 2009) <https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203875858>.] 

[bookmark: _Int_8AKEmvPF]The notion of inference to the best explanation does not provide the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds. Rather, it presents a weak explanation to justify beliefs in other mind, as we understand that other beings have other minds long before we can use proper reasoning.
In order to answer this question, I evaluate the views of philosophers who support the notion of inference, such as Mill, Pritchard and Melnyk, as well as philosophers who raise alternate approaches, such as Ryle and McDowell.
[bookmark: _Int_E6bpnapw]In the context of thinking about other minds, the notion of inference, is a way of justifying our beliefs in other minds by inferring based upon behaviours displayed by others. The argument from analogy uses perceived similarities to infer more information that has not yet been confirmed. An example of this would be the scenario presented by Pritchard; if there were four brown boxes, and one of these brown boxes contains a book, the argument from analogy would state that the other three boxes also contained books. The main issue with this is that it is too general.[footnoteRef:4] However, on a larger scale, the argument becomes more plausible. For example, if there were one million brown boxes, and it was revealed that nine-hundred-thousand, nine-hundred and ninety-nine of these brown boxes contained books, we could easily infer that the final brown box also contained a book. While there would be no way of proving this without checking the box, it would be the easiest and most logical way to gain information about the contents of the brown box. The same concept would apply to minds. [4:  Duncan Pritchard, What Is This Thing Called Knowledge?, p.130,  3rd edn (London: Routledge, 2013) <https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315889443>.] 

The argument from analogy begins using one’s knowledge of their own mind, allowing someone to determine information about other (minded) beings, such as recognising patterns that others display in addition to oneself.[footnoteRef:5] Pain is a good example of this, many people may choose to hide their emotions where possible, but physical pain can rarely be disguised. For instace, if someone burns themselves on a hot object, their reaction would be similar to my own reaction, likely flinching or crying out in pain. [5:  Pritchard, p.130-131.] 

The argument from analogy held weight until into the 20th century but has more recently been considered to be quite problematic. It seems to have a strange consequence – if it appears that other humans have minds, then we only know others due to having a mind ourselves. One of the most notable supporters of the argument from analogy is John Stuart Mill. Mill believes that his consciousness originates from “a series of facts connected by a uniform sequence, of which the beginning is modifications of my body, the middle is feelings, the end is outward demeanour.”[footnoteRef:6] Mill recognises that other human beings display evidence of the beginning and the end, but that there is no evidence for the middle stage of the sequence. He also recognises that that “the sequence between the first and last is as regular and constant in those other cases as it is in mine.”[footnoteRef:7] This is an example of inference; using the information that Mill observes from the behaviours of others, he infers that they have minds similar to his own. [6:  John Stuart Mill, An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy: Volume IX (University of Toronto Press, 1979).]  [7:  Mill.] 

[bookmark: _Int_XHmdBCnM]Some philosophers, mainly those who support the ideas of Cartesian dualism, might believe that the argument from analogy is simply a method of avoiding solipsism.[footnoteRef:8] Solipsism is the idea that we only have access to our own mental states, so they are the only states we will ever truly come to know.[footnoteRef:9] The question of solipsism is wondering whether or not we are alone in the world, if my mind is the only mind that exists.[footnoteRef:10] It should be considered that it would be impossible to prove that we are not the only mind, and it is not that solipsists do not believe in other minds, but instead that solipsists do not attach any meaning to the belief that there might be emotions, experiences and thoughts other than their own.[footnoteRef:11] It should be noted that no notable philosophers have vouched for solipsism, which could be due to a lack of philosophical reasoning, or perhaps simply due to the fact that it references three important philosophical presuppositions; that what a person is most certain of is their own mind; that there is no conceptual or logically necessary link between the mental and the physical; and that a person’s experiences are private, and their own.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Stephen Thornton, ‘Solipsism and the Problem of Other Minds | Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy’ <https://iep.utm.edu/solipsis/> [accessed 6 October 2022].]  [9:  Thornton.]  [10:  Avramides.]  [11:  Thornton.]  [12:  Thornton.] 

Another issue with the notion of inference is that animal behaviours are different to human behaviours. If we were to see a human smile, then we would be able to infer that they are happy. If we were to see a dog bare their teeth in a way that imitates a smile, we may also infer that they are happy – which is often false, it is more likely that the dog is experiencing distress. When thinking about this notion, it should be noted that the boundaries are problematic; where do we draw the line at what we consider an animal? Do we only include higher mammals, or do we include all living creatures, and would this extend to organisms such as bacteria? Behaviours have been observed in creatures as small as amoeba[footnoteRef:13] and so to assume that only humans are capable of having minds is a narrow and exclusionary view. [13:  Aparna Vidyasagar and Scott Dutfield, ‘What Is an Amoeba? | Live Science’, Live Science, 2022 <https://www.livescience.com/54281-amoeba-definition.html> [accessed 13 October 2022].] 

[bookmark: _Int_IIut0edM]An alternative method to the argument from analogy could be a more perceptual approach. Our knowledge of other minds is not something that requires knowledge; this belief is firm. When we look at other beings, we do not need to use reasoning to understand that they have their own minds. Some philosophers, such as McDowell, have agreed with this statement, and claimed that we can have a direct, non-inferential knowledge of other minds, and oppose the idea that inference is the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds. For instance, we can see that “in another person’s facial expression or his behaviour, that he is in pain, and not just infer that he is in pain from what one perceives.”[footnoteRef:14] If a person is in pain, they therefore have a mind. Sometimes we might not be correct, as we can never know exactly what another person is feeling, but in general this way of thinking about other minds works.[footnoteRef:15] There is the issue that if we use this information to assume the existence of other minds then the question that naturally arises is whether or not the behaviour of other people could also be performed by zombies or machines – creatures who do not have thoughts or feelings, or minds. We need to examine the full range of behaviours performed by others, rather than simply assume from a singular behaviour. [14:  Christopher Hookway and Philip Pettit, Action and Interpretation: Studies in the Philosophy of the Social Sciences, p. 136 (CUP Archive, 1980).]  [15:  Hookway and Pettit, p.136.] 

[bookmark: _Int_cJenv9Dr][bookmark: _Hlk116836955]When we are young, we learn that other people have minds by watching them display their feelings. We did not need any knowledge to understand that other people have mental states. We must consider whether this argument can be applicable to other beings. Philosophical behaviourism would have no difficulty proving that other humans have minds, they are already dissolving the mind body problem and have closed the conceptual gap between our behaviour and our mental states, the material, physical behaviour versus the immaterial mental states. Seeing the world in this way, as two distinct things has created the epistemological problem of other minds. Behaviourism is the belief that “behave is what organisms do,” and it promotes scientific studies on behaviour.[footnoteRef:16] Behaviourism is the belief that we know other creatures have minds as their behaviour gives us immediate knowledge of other minds. Ryle was a believer in analytical behaviourism, which perpetuates the idea that a mental state is “the idea of a behavioural disposition or family of behavioural tendencies, evident in how a person behaves in one situation rather than another.”[footnoteRef:17] Ryle believed that when attribute a belief is ascribed to someone, this is not to say that they are in a specific internal state, but rather that a person should be classified in terms of what they might do in particular situations or interactions.[footnoteRef:18] The main difference between behaviourism and other methods of justifying a belief in other minds is that behaviourism has a particular focus on scientific aspects of the mental states of other beings. [16:  George Graham, ‘Behaviorism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Spring 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/behaviorism/> [accessed 6 October 2022].]  [17:  Graham.]  [18:  Graham.] 

After evaluating the argument from analogy, as well as other approaches, it spears that the notion of inference to the best explanation does not provide the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds, and instead, presents a weak explanation to the problem of other minds. This is because we do not need to apply reasoning in order to know that other beings have their own minds.
One of the main issues with the argument from analogy is that it is too general, as just because something is inferred in one instance does not mean that it will be the case in all instances. Another criticism of this argument is that it is just a way of avoiding solipsism, rather than being a founded belief. The argument from analogy also displays a lack of consideration non-humans, which detracts from its credibility, as if it cannot be applied to all minded creatures, how could it be a sufficient argument?
Rather, other approaches might be better to justify our beliefs in other minds. A non-inferential approach would take into account that we have always been aware of other minds, even before we have the capabilities to infer. If one is to consider the existence of zombies or machines and examine full range of behaviours while using this approach, it seems to be a good way of attacking the problem of other minds. Behaviourism is also a better approach than using the notion of inference, as behaviourism states that we know that other beings have minds due to witnessing their behaviour, as this would instantly give us knowledge of other minds.
To conclude, the notion of inference does not provide the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds. It would be more appropriate to say that a non-inferential knowledge of other minds would better justify our beliefs in other minds, as we develop the understanding that other beings have other minds long before we have the mental capacity for proper inference.
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