Does the notion of inference to the best explanation provide the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds?

To begin, we must first outline the Problem of other minds as a concept in meta-ethical philosophy. The problem arises from the fact that knowledge of other’s minds is always indirect in that, we cannot observe the world passing by through the lens of another individual. Therefore, how can we be certain that these people are having conscious experiences of their own? This notion extends from the theory of Solipsism: the idea that the only mind that exists to oneself is one’s own, stemming from the innate sense of self that we endow ourselves with over time. One possible solution to this that has been posited by philosophers is the analogical inference to other minds existence. This argues that, through inference and logical reasoning into observed behaviours of others, such as crying out in pain when burned on a hot stove, we can feasibly conclude that others are ‘experiencing’ the sensation as we would. Through this, we understand that because we know that we have these sensations, beliefs, and reactions to such stimuli, that the other person has them also. Theoretically, lending credence to the idea the other person is a mind experiencing reality as we do (Hyslop and Jackson, 1972). 
[bookmark: _Int_rDpmaZ4r]Inference to the best explanation is a framework of clarifying which explanation best encompasses the evidence provided. Using this, we can ascertain relevant material from Descartes self-referential philosophy. Analogical inference to other mind’s is robust in its nature as it is temporally relevant in the philosophical sphere. Rene Descartes stated that ‘Cogito ergo sum’ (translated as, I think therefore, I am), reiterating the notion of inference as the best explanation for other minds, the argument here being that Descartes ‘knows’ himself that he exists due to his self-perceived consciousness and unknowingly endows this privilege onto other’s minds. He does this by stating an observation that can be universally applicable for all minds, that if others are also capable of thinking, which is an inferred belief based on analysis of one’s surroundings, then they must be ‘thinking and therefore they are’ also. 
The strengths of the inference argument are plentiful and help to make it a reasonable solution to the problem of other minds. One of these being that it offers an account for a multifarious range of behaviours, from painful ones to joyous reactions and indifference, the like. As well as this explanation aligning with scientific reasoning, as we can infer than unobservable entities like protons or atoms exist without having the capacity to observe them with the naked eye. This is comparable to the understanding we have that means we can empathise with other minds even though we cannot observe reality from their perspective. However, this scientific inference comparison tends to be a weaker induction as we have never been known to observe the mental states of others unlike the possibility of observing phenomena like electrons. Remaining as the main issue with the inference as the best explanation model is the distinct lack of direct tangible evidence. This does not mean that we have exhausted all options for dealing with the problem of other minds, there can be argued to be equally as valid solutions that do not involve such presuppositions; such as mental states explaining behaviour leading to potential flawed inferences. 
Another solution involves the criterial approach suggested by Wittgenstein in the book Wittgenstein, Language and World where he posits the idea of criterial evidence, which he believes is stronger than induction as it hereby relies upon instinctive conceptual ties. Wittgenstein’s philosophy, especially in Philosophical Investigations and On Certainty, expands on the idea of criterial evidence, which is crucial for understanding how language, meaning, and knowledge work. Unlike his early Tractatus, where meaning was tied to logical structure, his later work argues that meaning comes from how words are used in real-life language-games. Criterial evidence, in this context, refers to the public standards we rely on to justify claims, interpret mental states, or determine whether someone is using a word correctly. It is formalized as the logical progression statement of “S is a criterion for I” considering “necessarily S is evidence for I” (Canfield, 1981, p. 90). One of Wittgenstein’s key moves is distinguishing between criteria and symptoms:
Criteria are definitional, they’re what make a concept what it is. For example, groaning and clutching your knee are criteria for being in pain because they’re part of how we define pain in our ordinary language. Symptoms, on the other hand, are just correlated evidence. A high heart rate might accompany pain, but it’s not a criterion because pain isn’t defined by heart rate. This distinction helps solve the ‘other minds’ problem as we don’t infer that others are in pain based on indirect clues (that would be symptoms); instead, we recognize pain directly through its criteria, which are built into our language.
Wittgenstein doesn’t think criteria are fixed forever, they depend on language-games, the rule-governed social practices that give words meaning (Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 23). For example, the criteria for ‘understanding a math rule’ (like addition) are different from ‘understanding a social rule’ (like politeness). There’s no single, universal standard (much to my dismay due to the subject of my dissertation). This challenges traditional epistemology, which often assumes knowledge needs absolute, unchanging foundations. In On Certainty, Wittgenstein pushes this further: even doubt only makes sense against a backdrop of things we don’t doubt (like ‘the world exists’). These aren’t proven but function as hinges, basic certainties that let our language-games work. Wittgenstein’s view, however, undercuts radical scepticism because scepticism itself depends on criteria. If you say, "How do I really know you’re in pain?", you’re still using the concept of "pain" correctly, which means you’re already relying on public criteria. You can’t doubt everything, because doubt needs a stable framework to even make sense. This doesn’t mean Wittgenstein is dogmatic as he’s just saying knowledge isn’t about absolute proof but about what we treat as certain in practice (Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 244)
Some critics (like Kripke) argue that if criteria are socially based, we might face a rule-following paradox: how do we know we’re applying them correctly without infinite justifications? Wittgenstein’s answer is akin to we just do. Criteria aren’t justified by deeper rules but by how they’re used in real life. They’re part of our standards of life, i.e. the shared human behaviours that make language possible. 
In conclusion, the problem of other minds remains a persistent challenge in philosophy, but both analogical inference and Wittgenstein’s criterial approach offer compelling solutions. Analogical inference, grounded in empirical observation and reasoning, provides a pragmatic way to justify belief in other minds by comparing external behaviours to our own internal experiences. However, its reliance on induction leaves it vulnerable to sceptical objections, as mental states, unlike scientific entities, are inherently private. Wittgenstein’s criterial approach, by contrast, bypasses induction altogether by anchoring mental concepts in public language-games. By defining pain, for example, through behavioural criteria rather than private sensations, Wittgenstein dissolves the sceptical dilemma by showing that doubt itself depends on shared linguistic norms. While critics like Kripke raise concerns about rule-following, Wittgenstein’s appeal to "forms of life" underscores that certainty is rooted in practice, not justification. Ultimately, the criterial framework proves more robust, as it reframes the problem not as an epistemological gap but as a misunderstanding of how language and meaning operate. Thus, while analogical inference offers a plausible defence of other minds, Wittgenstein’s criteria provide a deeper dissolution of the problem by revealing its conceptual missteps.
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