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III.—By A. J. AvEr

“ Do we know 7, asks Mr. Wisdom, ““ and how do we know
the thoughts and feelings of another ?”” I assume that in
putting these questions he intends to raise a philosophical
problem, but I do not think that he has stated as clearly
as he might either what he conceives this problem to be or
what his solution of it is. I am not sure indeed that he
even means to put forward a solution. His assumption
seems rather to be that if he talks about it long enough
the problem will disappear of its own accord. Like the
Cheshire cat no doubt, and as with the Cheshire cat, it is
no good trying to lay violent hands on it. To use a less
conventional image, I get the impression that Mr. Wisdom
looks upon this problem as a sort of Chelsea pensioner :
and it is one of the guiding principles of his philosophy
that old soldiers never die, they merely fade away. Mr.
Austen, on the other hand, is rather more aggressive.
He likes his philosophical garden to be neat and tidy, and he
is patient and skilful in rooting out the weeds. In this
instance, however, he has found so much pruning to do by
the way that he has hardly applied his knife to what T take
to be Mr. Wisdom’s problem ; and I am left in some doubt
as to what his view of it is. My own course will be more
straightforward, for what that may be worth. I shall give
a brief account of what I conceive to be the philosophical
difficulties that are connected with ‘ our knowledge of
other minds ”’; I shall make a few incidental references to
Mr. Wisdom’s and Mr. Austen’s papers and finally I shall
make a somewhat timid effort of my own to show how the
difficulties in question may be met.

As I see it, then, the philosophical problem about the
thoughts and feelings of others arises in the following way.
There are various statements which one person may make
about another, to the effect that this other person is having,
or has had, certain experiences, that he is, or has been, feeling
a certain emotion, or enjoying certain sensations, or thinking
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OTHER MINDS 189

certain thoughts ; and there are many occasions on which
a person who makes such statements has little or no doubt
of their truth. On some of these occasions it may be held
that the speaker ought to feel some doubt, that he has no
right to be so confident of the truth of what he is saying ;
but there are also a great many occasions on which it would
commonly be held that his failure to doubt was justified :
it would be held that he might have very good reasons
for believing that what he said about the other person’s
experiences was true. Some philosophers, indeed, would
go further. They would say that there were many occasions
on which one person might properly claim to know what
another was thinking or feeling ; and certainly it is a claim
that is very frequently made in ordinary speech. Whether
one ever has the right to make it depends partly on what is
decided to be the proper use of the word “know ™ ; and
this is a question that I am content for the present to leave
to Mr. Austen, since it does not immediately affect my
argument. For, as I shall try to show, the problem before
us is not whether we are entitled to say that we sometimes
know propositions about the experiences of others to be
true, or merely to say that we sometimes have very good
reasons for believing them : the problem is to show that
we do even have good reasons for believing them. It is,
in the first instance, to discover what these good reasons
are ; and the further question whether they are good enough
to warrant the use in this connection of the word *‘ know
is, to my mind, of secondary importance.

Now to suggest, as I seem to be doing, that it may be
difficult to find any very good reason, for ascribing thoughts
and feelings to other people, must sound paradoxical.
It seems as absurd to deny that I can often have very good
reasons for believing such statements as that another man
is feeling pain, or that he is thinking about philosophy,
as it would be to deny that I can often have very good
reasons for believing the statements that I make about
physical objects. On certain occasions, it may be said, I
know just as well what my friend is feeling or thinking as
I know that there is a picture in my room. But the
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190 A. J. AYER

trouble is that while we may not seriously doubt the truth
of the statements that we make about other people’s
experiences, we are also inclined to interpret them in a way
that does make it seem doubtful whether we can have any
very good reasons for believing them. For we are inclined
to think that when we say of another person that he is,
for example, suffering remorse, or day-dreaming about his
childhood, or planning a course of action, or working out
a problem, we are referring not to any behaviour of his,
whether actual or potential, that is open to our observation,
but rather to certain events or processes which are ‘ going
on in his mind > ; and at the same time we tend to assume
that what goes on in his mind is directly accessible to him
alone. Butin that case it may very well be doubted whether
we have any justification for believing statements of this
kind. No doubt, it may be argued, we can have good reason
to believe in the occurrence of events which we are not
actually observing, if it can be established that in suitable
circumstances we should be able to observe them ; but
the situation is very different when the events in question
are not even in principle accessible to our observation : and
this, it will be said, is true ex Aypothesi of the events that go
on in other people’s minds.

In face of this difficulty, some philosophers, including
at one time myself, have taken the bold course of identifying
the inner experiences of others with what would ordinarily
be called their outward manifestations. To speak more
accurately, they have put forward an interpretation of
statements about other people’s experiences which differs
from the common-sense interpretation in that it makes these
statements refer, not to any private thoughts or feelings
that may be supposed to ‘ underline” the observable
behaviour of the persons in question, but exclusively to
this behaviour. These philosophers are not solipsists, in
as much as they do not deny that other persons exist besides
themselves, or even that these other persons have thoughts
and feelings, which are analogous to their own, but they
hold that to say of another person that he has such thoughts
and feelings is, in itself, to say something, which may
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OTHER MINDS 191

indeed be very complicated, about his actual or possible
behaviour, and that it is to say no more than this. Thus,
to take Mr. Wisdom’s example, If I say of another person
that he is angry I am, on this view, describing a pattern of
behaviour that may comprise the way he looks, the thing
he says, the ways he would react to the various appropriate
tests that I could make, but I am not taking this pattern
of behaviour to be the sign of anything that I could not
directly verify. And the same would be held to apply
to any other statement that I could significantly make
about the mental states or processes of another, including
my ascription to him of private images or unuttered thoughts.
In every such case, it is possible to conceive of the person’s
behaving in such a way as to provide me with what would
ordinarily be regarded as evidence in support of my state-
ment about him ; and that he is so behaving, or in certain
specifiable circumstances would so behave, is all that, on
this view, my statement can be understood to mean.
The great advantage of this view is that it altogether
does away with the difficulty of finding good reasons for
believing statements about other people’s experiences.
For if all that is claimed in such statements is that one piece
of behaviour will, in suitable conditions, be followed by
another, they can be sufficiently defended on ordinary
inductive grounds. But the trouble is that it is very difficult
to persuade oneself that this really is all that is being
claimed. The case of another person’s anger is not, indeed,
a very good example, since even in the case of one’s own
anger the distinction between the so-called feeling and its
manifestations is not entirely clear-cut, as I think Mr.
Austen has shown. Even so, I suppose that on some
occasions at least a complete description of my anger
would at any rate include some reference to an intro-
spectable “feeling ” ; and it would seem that when I
say of another person that he is angry I may be ascribing a
similar feeling to him in literally the same sense as I ascribe
it to myself. But a better example is that of an unspoken
thought. For here it is quite clear to me that if I am asked
what I am thinking, and I reply truly, the statement that I
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192 A. J. AYER

make in answer is not equivalent to any set of statements
about my overt behaviour ; and it seems hard to deny
that the same is true of the statement that my questioner
makes about me when he repeats my answer to someone
else. In saying this, I do not wish to imply that a process
of thought is necessarily distinct from the expression of it.
I do not believe, for example, that when a person is talking
intelligently it is always the case that a shadow process of
thinking is simultaneously going on in his mind :* but
sometimes there are two processes, as when a man is
measuring his words ; and sometimes a person has thoughts
which he does not express, thoughts which, as we say, he
keeps to himself. This happens to me and it happens to
others ; and when I say that it happens to others I believe
that I mean to say the same thing of them as in saying
that it happens to me I am saying of myself.

The question of a statement’s having the same meaning
in its reference to one person as it has in its reference to
another, or, what comes to the same thing in this context,
of its having the same meaning for one person as it has for
another, has been discussed at some length by Mr. Wisdom ;
but I confess that I still do not know whether he thinks that
statements about a person’s thoughts and feelings do have
the same meaning for the person himself as they have for
others, or whether he thinks that they don’t. Perhaps he
would say that there is a sense in which they do and a
sense in which they don’t, and that it doesn’t matter very
much which we say, provided that we understand what are
the respective features of the situation that make us decide
the question one way or the other. Thus to recur to his
illustration of the fire, a man who says that the statement
that there is a fire in Fleet Street does not mean the same
to a journalist in Fleet Street as it does to a journalist in
Brighton need not, I suppose be contradicting one who says
that it does ; for the facts which induce the one man to say
that the meaning of the statement is different may be ad-
mitted, but not counted as relevant, by the man who says

* My attention was drawn to this point by Professor Ryle.
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that its meaning is the same. But now it seems to me that
if the statement that I am thinking about a philosophical
problem is understood by other people to refer exclusively
to my overt behaviour, then the difference between what
it means to them and what it means to me is very much
greater than any difference that Mr. Wisdom has been
able to bring out between what “a fire is now raging in
Fleet Street ”” means to a journalist in Fleet Street and what
it means to a journalist in Brighton. So that if he intended
his illustration to show that the theory that statements
about my thoughts and feelings are understood by other
people to refer to my overt behaviour is not inconsistent
with their meaning the same to other people as they do to
me, I do not think that he has been successful. But I may
very well be wrong in supposing that he intended anything
of this sort at all.

Assuming, then, that when I credit other people with
thoughts and feelings, the statements that I make about them
are not entirely reducible to statements about their overt
behaviour, what ground can I have for believing them ?
The conventional answer is that I can rely upon an argu-
ment from analogy. I know, it is said that various aspects
of my behaviour are associated with private experiences
of my own ; and this entitles me to infer, when I observe
similar behaviour in others, that they are having similar
experiences, though these experiences, being theirs and not
mine, are not directly accessible to my observation. It
is not suggested that I actually arrived at my belief in the
existence of other minds through using such an analogical
argument ; but only that this is the way in which my belief
can be justified. In short, that other people have private
thoughts and feelings, which are similar to my own, is
taken to be an hypothesis for which I can have indirect
evidence. And this indirect evidence is drawn partly from
my observation of other people’s behaviour and partly
from what I know about myself.

Now Mr. Wisdom says that we do not know the thoughts
and feelings of others by analogy, and thereby provokes
Mr. Austen to remark that we don’t in any case claim to

o
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know by analogy but only to argue by analogy. But it is,
I think, just the argument from analogy to the existence
of other people’s thoughts and feelings that Mr. Wisdom
is here rejecting.  For, as he points out, it seems to be implied
in this argument that I am entitled to infer the inward
states of another person from his outward behaviour in the
same sort of way as from the observations that I make
outside a house, whether it be hearing certain noises or
seeing certain shadows on the blind, I can sometimes infer
what is going on inside. But, he maintains, the two cases
are not parallel. For, in the case of the house, although
for practical reasons I may have to be satisfied with indirect
evidence, I know what it would be like to obtain direct
evidence I do not necessarily have to be content with
looking at blinds and eavesdropping from the street. I
can go into the house and see for myself what is going on.
And when I infer from the noise they are making that my
neighbours are having a tea-party, this inference is based
on my direct experience of what goes on in other people’s
houses, as well as my experience of what goes on in my
own. But in the case of what goes on in other people’s
minds I have not had this experience ; and what is more
I do not know what my having it would involve. “ We
do not know what it would be like to observe the state
of the soul which inhabits another’s body .

If the remark of Mr. Wisdom’s, which I have just quoted,
is true, then I think that he has made his point, but I am not
sure that it is true. I suppose that it is conceived to follow
from the proposition that each person’s experiences are
private to himself. For it is assumed that to say that each
person’s experiences are private to himself entails saying
that he alone can have access to them. But it-seems to
me that this assumption may be false, and further that this
may be the clue to the solution of our problem.

Let us consider then the proposition that each person’s
experiences are private to himself. In the ordinary way,
we speak as if different people inhabited a common world.
We say that they perceive the same physical objects ; and
not only that, but that they see the same shapes and colours,
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taste the same tastes, hear the same sounds. Statements of
this kind make perfectly good sense ; and, though there may
be some question about the way in which they should be
analysed, there is no question at all but that they are very
often true. Now it also makes good sense to say of two
different people that they are feeling the same emotion,
thinking the same thought, dreaming the same dream ;
and here again there is no serious question but that state-
ments of this kind are very often true. But in the case of
these statements, we can easily be persuaded to adopt a
different way of speaking which takes away the possibility
of our sharing such ‘ mental experiences”. And by this
I mean, not of course that the facts are in any way altered,
but that we come to describe the facts in such a way that
sentences which formerly expressed true propositions do
so no longer. Thus we may be told, ““ You don’t really
mean that two different people can dream literally the
same dream. What you mean is that their dreams may
be alike in certain respects, and this is what you loosely
call their being the same. But you can’t be supposing
that they are numerically the same. However much they
may resemble one another, there is still your dream and my
dream, your thought and my thought, your emotion and my
emotion ; and I can’t dream your dream, nor can you dream
mine.” And in this way we may be led to admit that what
we have been accustomed to call “the same dream ”,
““the same thought > isn’t really the same. And so to con-
clude that the thoughts and dreams and emotions of each
individual person are private to himself.

In the case of our  external” sensations or of our
perception of physical objects, this new way of speaking
comes less easily. It is difficult to get people out of the
way of saying that they each see the same colours, or
hear the same sounds, and it is even more difficult to get
them out of the way of saying that they each hear the same
clock, or see the same table. But philosophers achieve
it by the use of the sense-datum terminology. They don’t
indeed deny that there is a sense in which different people
can properly be said to hear the same sounds or to see the

o2
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same table, any more than those who point out that differ-
ent people don’t literally dream the same dream deny that
there is a sense in which it can properly be said that they
do. But they make this ‘ hearing the same sound ”,
“seeing the same table >’ a matter of each person’s sensing
certain sense-data ; and it is laid down as a rule that no
two people’s sense-data can be literally the same. Accord-
ingly, the conclusion is reached that no experience can be
the experience of more than one person : and this is because
our terms are defined in such a way that to say of one person
that he is having the experience of another, whether it be
sensing his sense-data, or feeling his emotions, or thinking
his thoughts is self-contradictory. Or, as Mr. Wisdom
might put it, there is nothing that would count as my
experiencing the thoughts or feelings of another.

I take it then to be an analytic proposition that each
person’s experiences are private to himself. But now I
want to remark that there are two relevant senses of the
word ¢ Private ”. There is the sense in which we talk of
private property, where an object is private if only one
person owns it ; and there is the sense in which we talk of
a private letter or a private room, where the privacy is a
matter, not primarily of ownership, though that may go
with it, but of security against being pried upon. Now in
the sense in which it is an analytic proposition that each
person’s experiences are private to himself, the privacy
in question is a privacy of ownership. The proposition is
analytic because it has been made a rule that no two persons
can be said to have numerically the same experience. But
it does not follow from this that each person’s experiences
are private to himself in the other sense of private that I
have mentioned. Because I cannot have another person’s
experience it does not follow that it is inaccessible to my
observation. Or does it follow? If we can answer this
question the worst of our difficulties will be over.

To make the issue clearer, let us consider an example,
the example of another person’s thoughts. Now I cannot
think another man’s thoughts, for if I did they would be
mine and not his. That is an analytic proposition. But
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does it follow that I can’t observe them? Does it follow
that I can’t know directly what he is thinking but must
always infer it from other evidence, from what I have been
describing as his overt behaviour ? Now, as I have already
remarked, in the cases where he does express his thoughts,
I think it would be a mistake to say that I could only know
it indirectly. For this would imply that his thought was
necessarily distinguishable from his expression of it, which
I do not believe to be true. But what of the cases where
he does not express it ? How could I have direct knowledge
of those cases 7 Would telepathy count as direct knowledge ?
I am inclined to say that it would.

My conclusion is this. A great deal of what is ordinarily
regarded as constituting a person’s mental life goes on in
public. People say what they think, they express their
emotions, their actions reveal their decisions and their
beliefs. But there remains a residue that goes on in
private, not merely in the sense that people’s experiences
are their own, that mine is mine and yours is yours, but in the
sense that they are able to conceal them. Now the question
that arises is whether this concealment is theoretically as
well as practically impenetrable by others. If it is
theoretically impenetrable, then I think that Mr. Wisdom
is right in what he says about the argument from analogy ;
but if, as I am now inclined to hold, it is not theoretically
impenetrable, then I do not see why the fact that I know
myself to have thoughts and feelings which I do not express
should not give me good reason for believing that other
people do the same.
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