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Consider for a moment 
all of the things that we 

have direct access to.



Our own mind

The only thing that we have direct 
access to is our own mind.  

Everything that we experience 
through our senses is experienced 

through our mind, and accessed 
through our mind.



Our own experiences

The only experiences we can directly 
access are our own experiences.  We 

can directly feel our own pain, 
pleasure, emotions, desires, etc.  

With regards to others, we cannot 
directly feel their pain, pleasure, 

emotions, desires, and so on.



Solipsism

Solipsism is the idea that the 
only mind that we can know is 
our own mind, and we cannot 

show or know that other 
minds exist.  



Subjective Experience

Everything that we experience about 
the world is done in a subjective 

manner.  When we speak of 
subjective here we speak of 

experiencing the world through a 
unique first person perspective.



Dream a little dream

One our experiences of the world is that 

we dream.  Sometimes when we 

experience a dream we do not realise 

that we are experiencing a dream.  So 

how can we be sure that everything we 

experience is not a dream?



It’s a nightmare!
We might say here that if all of this were a 

dream, then would we dream of such a world 
as our own?  A world full of suffering, and 
pain, and a world where we are not much 

more than a face in a crowd?  Would we not 
dream of a world where the world is full of 

joy, and happiness, and where we are living in 
abundance and riches?



An undiscovered country

Another idea here that we might 
consider is the idea of undiscovered 
places in the universe.  If we are the 

creator of all time and places then how 
can it be that there are places that we 
have not yet discovered, or things that 

we do not know about?



Speaking of things we don’t 
know about…

We experience a world governed by laws, and we 
experience that world before we appreciate that it 
is governed by laws.  We experience eclipses, and 
gravity, and tides, all governed by certain laws of 

the universe.  Yet, we have not yet understood they 
are governed by those laws, nor have we 

discovered them, nor have we even thought about 
them.



Am I a great mind?
This would mean that I created things such as the following:

• All of the laws of physics

• All of the great literature

• All of science

• All of philosophy

• All of the great civilisations and cultures

• Einstein and his theories

• And much more…



Am I the product of a 
greater mind?

It would seem then, that I created all of these things and 
then proceeded to forget it all.  I then proceeded to 

rediscover a small fraction of these things, and in some 
cases did not have the intelligence to understand what I 

rediscovered.  Knowing that I did not have the intelligence 
to understand some of it, is it not then more likely that a 

greater mind then my own is responsible for it all.  Am I not 
then a creation of another greater mind?



A thought forgotten…
Can a thought completely forgotten be 

said to exist?  If I have completely 
forgotten the law of gravity, can the law 

of gravity be said to exist?  If I have 
completely forgotten the law of gravity, 

then why does the law of gravity still 
hold?



Out there!

It appears that there may be some reasons to 
consider that the world we exist in is not of 
our own creation.  That there is something 

out there, external to ourselves, that we exist 
in.  There is more than simply myself that 
exists, and I am not the creator of all the 

things I interact with and discover.



Other people, other minds?

So, we have some reason to believe that 
the external world exists and is not a 

creation of our own mind.  This means 
that the people that we interact with 

also exist, and are not a creation of our 
mind.  Does this necessarily mean that 

other minds exist though?



Error 401: Access Denied

We are now returned to a problem 
mentioned earlier, that we only have 
access to our own mind and mental 
states.  We cannot directly access 

other people’s mind and mental 
states.



Brain equals mind

Some might argue here that the mind is 
an emergent property of the brain.  If the 

mind is an emergent property of the 
brain, then the existence of a brain in 

others means that those others have a 
mind.  But here we might bring up the 

idea of p-zombies.  



Chopper Chicks in p-Zombie 
Town

It is conceivable that there may be beings that 
resemble us, but have no ‘inner experience’.  When 
we look at the brain, and brain states, we are given 

no insight into the inner world of the being.  
Looking at the physical facts does not necessarily 

tell us the phenomenological facts that being 
experiences.  It may be that for some beings 

functionalism is the case.



Two approaches
Two popular approaches that can be found in 
the literature about the problem of other 
minds are:

• The argument from analogy

• The argument from best explanation.



A common grounding

Both of these arguments begin from a common 
grounding.  They are both grounded in our own first 

person experience.  While it might be argued that 
we cannot know that another has a mind, there is 

no problem claiming we have knowledge of our 
own mind.  We can be certain that we are feeling 

joy, pain, or sadness, or experience the world a 
certain way.



Justification
Some may argue that the following arguments do not 

allow us to ‘know’ that other minds exist.  They are at best 
hypotheses or conjectures about the existence of other 

minds.  The arguments still leave us with some uncertainty.  
It could be argued here that this is fine, they do give us 
reasonable justification for the belief that other minds 

exist.  Even if we use them to claim that we ‘know’ other 
minds exist, a fallibilistic approach could be taken for the 

claim that we ‘know’.



Argument from analogy
As stated previously, there is no problem with us 

claiming that we have knowledge of our own mind.  
Our experiences tell us that we feel certain things 

like pain, joy, sadness, frustration, hunger, etc.  Our 
experiences also tell us that we behave in certain 
ways when experience certain feelings, emotions, 

and desires.  We can then apply this to other beings 
when we see them behaving in certain ways that 

resemble our own feelings, emotions, and desires.



Argument from best 
explanation

When we observe the behaviour of another we 
form a theory about that behaviour.  If we consider 
this theory to be ‘those that act in a certain way do 

so because they have thoughts and feelings of a 
certain kind’.  We derive this theory from our own 
experiences of our own mind and behaviour.  The 
reason why we derive this theory is that it is the 

theory that makes the most sense when explaining 
the behaviour of others. 



The privacy of experience
Apart from these two arguments there is another that can 

be explored.  This argument, as put forward by 
Wittgenstein in Philosophical Investigations, is that our 

experiences are not necessarily as private as is assumed.  
The argument is a complex one of course.  If we consider 

that only we can have our experiences, then one could 
argue they are ‘private’.  However, it may not to be true to 

say that only we can know our experiences.  Language 
allows us to share our experiences, and in some cases we 
come to learn what our experiences are through shared 

language.



A brief introduction to…
And so concludes our brief look at the Problem of 

Other Minds.  There is of course much more to this 
topic, and all of it very interesting.  It involves 

concepts from epistemology, ontology, and the 
philosophy of mind.  There is much that was not 
covered here, including objections to the three 

arguments put forward.  We very much encourage 
you to continue investigations into the topic if any 

of this interested you. 



Further reading…
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy – ‘Other Minds’
Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy – ‘Solipsism and the Problem of Other Minds’
Anita Avrimides (2002) ‘Other Minds?’, Think, Vol. 1, No. 2
Laurence Lafleur (1951) ‘Solipsism’, Review of Metaphysics, Vol. 5, No. 4
A.J. Ayer (1956) ‘The Problem of Knowledge’
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953) ‘Philosophical Investigations’
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy – ‘Zombies’



Thank you!

Thank you for joining us, and for listening to 
me babble on about the Problem of Other 
Minds.  Hopefully you found this simple 
introduction interesting or useful, and 
hopefully it will drive you to learn more about 
the topic!


