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

How Humans can best approach justifying our beliefs about other minds is a question relating to the philosophical study of the mind and how it functions with ideas of consciousness, proof of existence and mind states. One of the first modern philosophers to talk about this, within his book ‘Meditations on First Philosophy’, was René Descartes. One of the arguments made within this book was ‘Cogito ergo sum’ (Descartes, 1641) translated to English it says, ‘I think therefore I am’. This argument seeks to provide evidence for our existence, if I have the capacity to and do think then I must exist by my own nature. This may give proof of our own existence but how are we to justify the existence of any other person or living being, if we cannot justify other existences then we cannot justify any beliefs about another mind. One answer to this may be Behaviourism, a system discussed by John B. Watson in ‘Psychology as the Behaviourist Views It’ (Watson, 1913) In which he discusses how psychology may benefit from looking at studying behaviour of both humans and other animals as well as criticising the introspective view psychology had, at the time, been focusing on. Whilst this initial example may be related to psychology firstly, its ideas and methods could also be applied to the question of other minds, if we don’t look inwards to our own minds and rather observe actions of others then infer things from said actions about their mind, with the focus on behaviour and inferences from said behaviour we can try infer and form beliefs about other minds, both human and animal. The extent to which inference provides the best explanation will be discussed and hopefully answered within this essay. The method I will use to discuss how useful inference is will be looking at a few different Philosophers approaches and arguments then discuss and compare them against one another. The Philosophers that will be discussed are JS Mill, Wittgenstein, Gilbert Ryle.
Within this first paragraph, I will define, discuss and differentiate several terms and concepts that are key to the question of whether the notion of inference to the best explanation provides the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds. I will firstly define inference; An inference is the process in which one can deduce something based on observations, evidence and reasoning. An example of an inference that will later be discussed is someone wincing whilst clutching their ribs. From the combination of my either innate or learned knowledge that, wincing usually results from pain and that clutching a body part from pain is a common reaction, I can infer the conclusion that this person has had either some internal or external damage done to their ribs. Next, I will define “Inference to the best explanation” (IBE); An IBE is the method of logical reasoning that chooses the most appropriate inference from multiple pieces of evidence and reasoning. Next, I will discuss Behaviourism, which is a theory of mind that emphasises the use and study of observable behaviours in order to understand and explain mental states rather than via an introspective method (Ryle, 1949, p. 199). This theory argues that there is not a mind body problem, such as what Descartes discovered, but rather that the mind can be observed and studied through the body’s actions. As well as this some behaviourists argue for the mind to be understood as part of the body and claim that the previous ideas of the mind and body were instead a ‘Category Mistake’ (Ryle, 1949, p. 16) and that the mind should not be considered a separate entity to the body. Furthermore, there is a difference between certain behaviourist interpretations. Hard Behaviourism takes the stance that all mental states can be reduced to and fully explained by external stimuli and observable behaviours. Soft Behaviourism instead takes a less rigid stance and argues that mental states are good explanatory tools and are reflected in one’s behavioural dispositions. Now that these ideas and definitions have been discussed we can move onto discussing inference and how it may be our best approach to justify our beliefs of other minds.
Within his book the Concept of Mind (Ryle, 1949) Gilbert Ryle discusses the notion that the previous method of introspective research and beliefs was flawed as it does not give others a true understanding of a person’s mind. “these postulated cognitive acts and processes are said to take place behind locked doors. We cannot witness them taking place in John Doe's life. He alone could report their occurrence” (Ryle, 1949, p. 293), the postulated cognitive acts Ryle talks about here cannot be understood by other minds as they are behind “Locked doors”, those doors being our inner workings and mind. Ryle claims that the very inference made from behaviour to a mental state is depending on a fallacy of what it means to ascribe a mental concept. To say that John Doe is “in pain” (Ryle, 1949, p. 221) is not to put forward an unobservable mental fact that explains the groaning or wincing that he makes. Rather, it is to identify patterns in his behaviour that correspond to the concept of being “in pain.” The mental concepts we create, are not theoretical constructs inferred from evidence but accounts of how people engage with the world. So, the inference of the existence of mental states from behaviour commits a category mistake: it treats mental phenomena as though they were had the same explanatory meaning with hidden physical mechanisms. Ryle’s critique further points out the practical deficiencies of inference as a technique for understanding the minds of others. When mental states are sealed up behind behaviour, how does one know that inferences about them are correct? How can one be certain that another’s conduct corresponds to the same mental experience one associates with it? The problems come from the mistaken belief that mental life is concealed, the sense of understanding others is, not based on inference but rather on the eavesdropping on the meaningfulness of another’s actions within common social and linguistic practices. Attributions of mental states arise from normal interactions, not some detached inferential process.
Ryle rejects the inferential model, but in so doing he recontextualizes the relationship between behaviour and mental life. Behaviours are not just outward expressions of inner causes; they are the stuff of mental life. When we say someone is thinking, feeling or hoping, we do not infer an unseen process, we interpret their actions according to a conceptual framework rooted in social practices. Dismantling the inferential gap between behaviour and mind, Ryle substitutes a view of mental concepts as by their very nature public and observable for the Cartesian model (Ryle, 1949, p. 168). In this way, Ryle destroys the idea that to know others we must always infer from surface behaviour hidden cognitive activity. Instead, he offers a vision of the mind as something realized in the ways people behave and relate, untethered from the metaphysical weight of having to be sequestered behind doors of private introspection. Ryle’s broader negation of Cartesian dualism pivots on the hypothetical cognitive acts and cognitive processes occurring, he says, “behind locked doors” (Ryle, 1949, p. 293) that he seeks to critique. In this model, making sense of the mental life of others is largely an inferential problem you observe external behaviours and infer internal hidden beliefs, desires and emotions that are generally assumed to drive those behaviours. For instance, if John Doe winces and grabs his arm, one might conclude that he is in pain. Ryle's critique of this inference model is that it misrepresents what mental concepts are and it introduces useless and problematic philosophical conundrums about whether other minds can be there, whether we can access them and so on.
Mill’s account of the inference of other minds is founded on his empiricist philosophy and inductive methodology. From his empiricist standpoint, Mill claimed all knowledge, including knowledge about other beings' minds, comes from experience or observation not through some kind of intuition, or because we can somehow directly access others' mental states. He offered analogy and association and argued that our judgment of the minds of others is only a reasoned inference from the observable evidence we have, and that there is no direct evidence about the mental states of another (Mill, 2011). Mill argued that our knowledge of other minds is an instance of analogical inference, because we have direct extraordinary access to only our own thoughts and feelings, we infer that others have comparable mental states when we observe behaviours that are like our own in comparable situations. If, for instance, we feel pain when we touch something hot and we notice someone else react in the same way, we conclude that the other person is feeling pain too. The theory of inference that Mill employs is an inductive theory (Mill, 1865, p. 210): that is, a theory that provides a rationale for drawing general conclusions from a limited number of observations. From repetition of experience observing correlational events between behaviour and mental states in both ourselves and others, we create general rules that guide our understanding of other minds. If this is true, it means that the uniformity of human nature provides a foundation for a process which, according to Mill, allows us to derive one general fact about people from another. He argues that by observing evidence and conducting systematic observation, we can reasonably generalize our inferences based on the experiences of others (Mill, 2011). Mill finds empirical observation, inductive implication and analogy to be the processes of inference of other minds. He rejected speculative introspection in favour of a systematic, evidence-based way of grasping the mental lives of others.
The implications of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s thought on the inference of other minds most famously examined in his later work (Wittgenstein, 1953), are philosophically challenging traditional understanding of our belief of others’ thoughts and emotions. According to Wittgenstein, we do not infer other minds from the behaviour we can see to the mental states we cannot. Instead, he contends our comprehension of others is based on common public language and social practices, similar to J.S. Mill. In both the traditional philosophical accounts (such as Cartesian dualism) and empirical theories (such as Empiricism), we infer the existence of the minds of other people by analogy to our mind. This inference is unnecessary and illusion-generating in Wittgenstein's eyes. He argues that mental states are not hidden, private things that need to be inferred, but are manifested in behaviour that is out there in the open and publicly accessible (Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 153)). In this sense, for Wittgenstein attributing pain or joy to another person is not engaging in an inferred process but rather this recognition is an expression of part of a shared form of life. As Wittgenstein famously says, “the meaning of a word is its use in the language” (Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 43). The same principle applies in the case of our grasp of mental states: we do not conclude that you are in pain because we observe you groaning; we are perceiving your pain in the way you are behaving because we have learned the publicly available criteria for applying the concept “pain.” From this view, other minds are not inferred from access to hidden mental contents but understood through being part of a  practice that gives a certain context with shared meaning. “One inner process needs another outer criterion,” (Wittgenstein, 1953, p. 580), illustrating the correlation between the inner experience and its public manifestation. Furthermore, Wittgenstein’s private language argument (Wittgenstein, 1953, pp. 243-271) reinforces his rejection of inference as the source of our understanding of others. He maintains that if mental states were wholly private and subjective, there would be no basis for setting consistent meanings for the words that refer to them. Instead, the evidential concerns with language and meaning constitute publicly available criteria, implying that most of our understanding of others is a result of shared linguistic and social practices rather than individual inferential processes. Wittgenstein’s criticism of inference to other minds fundamentally calls into question the behaviourist assumption that we understand others in a way that involves reasoning from behaviour to hidden mental states. Rather, it comes through the language we share and our social practices, he argues. This is why other attitudes toward the world matter to Wittgenstein, and it is also why his treatment of the problem of other minds seems to dissolve the problem.
In conclusion, the notion of inference to the best explanation does not provide the best approach to justifying our beliefs about other minds. Wittgenstein’s perspective challenges the need for inference, arguing that our understanding of others' mental states is grounded in shared language and social practices, not in inferential reasoning from behaviour to hidden mental processes. While inference models, such as those proposed by Mill or Ryle, attempt to deduce mental states based on observable actions, Wittgenstein shows that these mental states are not hidden or private but are publicly manifested in the ways individuals interact and communicate. According to Wittgenstein, we do not infer that someone is in pain because of their groaning or wincing; rather, we understand their pain through a shared understanding of the criteria for applying the concept of "pain" within our social and linguistic practices. This view dissolves the problem of other minds by removing the need for inference and highlighting the importance of communal interaction in understanding mental life. Therefore, Wittgenstein’s approach, which emphasizes the public and observable nature of mental states, offers a more accurate and effective way to justify our beliefs about other minds, rendering inference to the best explanation unnecessary.
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